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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kraken City slept uneasily. The great hulking metropolis squatted on the steep volcanic island like a sinister monster, packed with seething life from the lowest slum to the highest glass tower of the noble Overlords. Kraken City was many things to many different people. For Marcus, exile of the thieves guild, it was where he found his destiny.  
 
    Marcus the Exile was a young man, swift and stealthy as a cat. He moved with light steps through the gloom of the tightly packed slum district, the lowest tier of the steep city. A thick sea fog had rolled in, settling over the stone buildings and creeping through the slum district’s narrow streets and filthy alleyways, filling every space with a warm, unhealthy, airless damp.  
 
    The thick night heat didn’t bother Marcus the Exile. He was used to it. He moved along through the shadows cast by the rough walls, making no more noise than the fog. 
 
    Tonight was the night. His night. The night he would begin his escape.  
 
    He was on his way toward the Middle Watch, a long, ragged line of stone wall and rough earthwork that divided the slums at the bottom of the city from the Merchants’ Town. Merchants’ Town occupied the climbing slopes above the level of the slum dwellers, and there the wealthy common folk of Kraken City lived. Merchants’ Town was the home of the artisans, the merchants, city traders, and ship’s captains, guildsmen, and all the others who lived what they called a respectable life. Their comfortable manses and well-stocked manufactories were prime targets for any thief or vagabond who could worm his way up from the levels of the slum district. For this reason, the barrier of Middle Watch was constantly patrolled by the city guard.  
 
    Marcus came to a spot he knew well. A low building of poorly laid orange brick had enough hand-grips and footholds between the stones that a skilled and nimble man could climb to the roof easily enough. Marcus was both skilled and nimble, and his calloused hands found familiar holds as his toes in their soft leather boots pushed up off the ground. A breath of wind stirred his cloak and toyed with his raised hood. Above his black leather facemask, his red eyes glinted warily as he climbed. 
 
     In the blink of an eye, and silently, he maneuvered up onto the slick wooden tiles of the sloping roof and gazed out toward the Middle Watch.  
 
    The barrier was near, and the guards who patrolled it were not as wary as they should be. The Kraken City guards were notoriously corrupt, and they could be paid to turn a blind eye to a man slipping over the Middle Watch in the dead of night. Not tonight, though. Tonight’s mission was too important for Marcus to risk his face being remembered by a dishonest guard.  
 
    Tonight, Marcus was going to rob a Diremage.  
 
    He crouched in the shadows on the rooftop. His leathers were soft with years of wear and made no sound as he moved deeper into the shade. In his belt-pouch, he kept a few supplies—dried meat, a little gold, some poison for emergencies. Hanging at his belt in a secure sheath was his plain workman’s dagger.  
 
    Beneath his mask, the scar that ran up the left side of his face—the relic of an old street brawl—began to itch. It often itched when he was tense. Carefully, he reached up and rubbed it gently, remembering the flash of a blade in a dark alley. The man who’d been chasing him had missed his throat, and had lost a chance at the bounty. He’d also lost his life.  
 
    For years now, Marcus had lived in a state of constant watchfulness. He had started his life on the streets of Kraken City. For as long as he could remember, he had run with a gang of rough kids, stealing, scamming, and living by his wits. As a baby, he’d been left on the wharf, with only a toy soldier and a bundle of old fishing nets to shield him from the elements—since then, Kraken City’s massive docklands had been father, mother, and teacher to him. The docklands were often a harsh tutor, but they offered many opportunities for a quick-witted youngster to make a dishonest living, and Marcus had taken every chance he could get.  
 
    Kraken City occupied most of a substantial island that rose out of the sea and climbed up to a single high peak. The city covered almost all of the mountain slopes, but on the eastern shoreline the docklands dominated. Centered around two massive stone wharves, the docklands stretched out on either side, providing berths for every size and style of ship imaginable. Everything from the smallest fishing vessels to the gargantuan trade galleys and warships of Doran found a home at Kraken City’s docklands.  
 
    The goods that flowed through the docks were as many and as varied as the ships that carried them, and so the area around the docks had developed into a packed, expansive district of warehouses, taverns, workshops, administrative buildings, brothels, barracks, hiring houses, smokehouses, and every other building that could service the sailors, the ships, the traders, and the goods that were the lifeblood of Kraken City.  
 
    It was a fertile ground for a young boy to do his growing up. He learned to pick pockets, cut purses, run messages, and steal food from the many open shop fronts. Then, when he was about eight years old, Marcus had pickpocketed a member of the thieves guild. That decision had changed his life. 
 
    Instead of being beaten and chased off by his victim, the professional, a young man with quick blue eyes and a sleek head of bright silver hair, had taken the young amateur back to the guild. A child could not begin professional training until he was at least fifteen, but the guildmasters saw potential in the young Marcus, so they kept him. When he worked out that they would also provide two meals a day and a safe place to sleep, the young Marcus was more than happy to do as he was bid.  
 
    Nobody knew exactly how old Marcus was, but he remained at the guild as a child novice. He cleaned, ran errands, helped in the kitchens, and learned to read and write in the language of the Doran Kingdoms, in the bastard dialect of Kraken City, and the old tongue of the High Nobility. He remained within the grounds of the guild for a year before he was allowed out to run messages. Then, he became a trusted runner—quick and reliable, and honest if anything went wrong.  
 
    The masters watched him, noting his potential, educating him, and nourishing his body with food and his mind with languages and new ideas. Because no one knew his age, he was considered a boy until hair began to grow on his face and his voice began to deepen. Then, his real training began.  
 
    Those were happy years. Sitting in the dark on the roof, Marcus couldn’t help but smile to think of those years, despite how things had ended up. He had been trained in a host of skills, some more deadly than others but all useful, depending on the mission. He’d learned to move as quietly as a shadow, lift weights like a Doran strongman, read and write like a poet, sing and play the harp and the pipes, and, of course, kill quickly and accurately with every weapon known to man.  
 
    By the time his body had become that of a young man, he had become proficient in the rapier, the quarter-staff, the straight-sword, the slingshot, and Kraken City’s favorite weapon combination: the net and spear. By the time he was obliged to either shave his face or choose to grow a beard, stealth had become second nature, and there was no better climber in all of the guild.  
 
    One day, he looked at his reflection in one of the big shiny brass plates in the kitchens, and instead of the boy who had been, he saw a young man of about seventeen looking back at him. Brown hair, a strong jaw with a respectable bit of dark beard. Prominent cheekbones, a high brow, and big eyes with irises of a startling bright red.  
 
    It was around then that his master had decided the time was right for Marcus to graduate from the first stage of training. He was gifted with a level up in the guild, and granted three spells. These came in the form of brightly colored, sweet-tasting powders that Marcus had dissolved on his tongue. The first granted him the power to turn a lock by placing his hand over it and concentrating, and the second granted him a constant high level of stealth. This stealth ability could be enhanced for short bursts, making him almost impossible to detect unless someone looked straight at him. The third spell gave him the ability to detect and disarm lower-level traps and magical wards.  
 
    The spells did not mean he had reached journeyman status, but they meant he had graduated from Novice to Initiate. His masters were proud of him, and though he’d never made close friends with any of his fellow pupils at the guild, all was well. A promising career in the thieves guild had seemed to await him.  
 
    And that was when everything went wrong.  
 
    The bungled robbery had not been his fault, he knew, but he had taken the blame for it all the same. His partner on the exercise had messed up a simple stealth buff, creating a flash of light that woke a sleeping guardsman. They had escaped, but Marcus had been seen by the light of a candle. His buddy got away without consequence, but the guard knew Marcus from a tavern brawl that had happened the year before. The merchant whose house they had been robbing put a bounty on Marcus’s head.  
 
    He gritted his teeth in the dark as he watched a city guardsman standing at post atop the rough wall of Middle Watch. It had been the worst of luck. No member of the thieves guild could have a bounty on their head. The guild worked in the shadows, hiding in plain sight, but a bounty put all eyes on him—all eyes on the guild.  
 
    Marcus had been exiled from the guild as soon as the news got around. Everybody was very regretful, but it didn’t change the fact: no member of the thieves guild could have a bounty. Marcus was expelled and had to leave straight away. He must never return to the guild, under pain of death. He must never claim the guild’s protection or use their name, no matter what the reason.  
 
    Just like that, he was on his own again.  
 
    At least he’d been left with more than an old fishing net this time. The guild gave him a good set of clothing, enough gold to keep him for a few weeks with care, a short sword, and their blessing. They left him with his three spells, too. Once you swallowed a spell-powder, the gift was yours for life. And they hadn’t taken his skills either.  
 
    He might not be able to claim the guild’s protection, but he was not prohibited from using his education. He could read and write in three languages, could fight with all manner of weapons, and he knew how to talk to people; the graduates of the thieves guild often became the most skilled diplomats. Nothing was stopping him using those skills. In the years that followed, he made good use of his training, but all that had seemed cold comfort when he’d turned his back on the guild and walked away for the last time.  
 
    Marcus went back down to the docks and sought out his childhood friends again. It didn’t take long for him to find his old crowd. Some had died, some had moved on, and there were many new faces, but there were some who knew him well enough, and they welcomed him. He needed a place to stay, so they showed him where they lived.  
 
    He moved in. 
 
    Living in the Underway was a shock at first. He soon got used to it, but he never forgot his roots as a docklands urchin. The docklands had a way of staying with people, in them, like blood on a white cloth.  
 
    The Underway was a labyrinthine network of abandoned tunnels under the city that stretched for miles. No one knew its full extent—it had never been fully explored—but the Gutter Gang had made their home in one section, where there was an entrance near the slum district of the city. Here lived a gang of rough men and women from all walks of life, people who had fallen on the hardest of times and had nowhere else to go.  
 
    Marcus was welcomed in like a long-lost cousin.  
 
    The Underway could be a dangerous place to live. The Gutter Gang were not the only inhabitants. There were the ratmen, giant rats the size of humans, who walked upright and wore leathers and armor like men. They fought with cunning weapons and were notoriously cruel. They inhabited a large, deep section of the Underway, and nobody who went there ever came back to tell the tale.  
 
    Then there were the murgals, vicious half-troll, half-amphibian creatures that lived in gangs near the waterway exits from the Underway. They could sometimes be encountered roaming through the tunnels on the hunt for food.  
 
    Battle spiders—monstrous spiders the size of horses, with a taste for human flesh—occupied the cliff faces out on the wild, uninhabited rocky coast near a long-abandoned Underway entrance. They were highly intelligent and could be induced to fight for pay if an envoy could get close enough to them to negotiate without being killed.  
 
    And, of course, there were other gangs of humans living down there. Though they mostly kept to themselves and didn’t bother the Gutter Gang, it was a bad idea to stray too close to their dwellings. The biggest gang called themselves the Sewer Slayers, and they were rumored to have a steady stream of income from managing smuggling operations for unscrupulous ship captains. Because the Underway had many openings out to the sea, contraband could be moved into the Underway on small boats and then transported to one of the many exits within the city. The Sewer Slayers charged a good price for this service, but they defended their territory and their business interests fiercely.  
 
    As a member of the Gutter Gang, Marcus put his skills to good use, thieving and selling his stolen goods to make a living, but it was never enough to do more than live day to day, and always the bounty hung over his head. He could never quite relax knowing that one day, down on the docks or drinking in one of the cheap dockside taverns, he might be recognized and seized.  
 
    There was no doubt about what would come next. He would be sent to the salt mines on Bitter Island—a small island not far from the docklands coast. Kraken City did not execute criminals, but nobody had any illusions about what became of those who were sent to the mines. No one ever returned from Bitter Island. The salt mines there were as good as a death sentence. From the few stories he had heard about the place, it sounded like a headsman would have been kinder.  
 
    Eventually, Marcus had decided he’d had enough. In his favorite dockside tavern, he had heard about a ship that was soon to come in, bringing a special delivery for Diremage Xeron. His ears had pricked up at that. Diremage Xeron was rumored to be a former vampire hunter from Doran, a powerful mage who had come to Kraken City in suspicious circumstances some years ago.  
 
    He had extensive trading interests in the docklands and lived in a big manse up in the Merchants’ Town. He was famously rich and arrogant, and he was supposed to be dismissive of the threat of thieves. The mage was taking no chances this time, however. The rumor was that he had hired the Bloody Hand—a mercenary company—to guard his villa for the next two weeks. The Bloody Hand didn’t come cheap, everyone knew that, and the thought of that loot had itched at Marcus. Then one day he heard what the cargo was. One of the customs men from the port authority had too much to drink in a tavern one night and let it slip. Soon the rumor was all over the docklands—the cargo was spell-dust, a large consignment.  
 
    Any thief who walked away with that would have enough gold to live for a year if he were careful. And a man who wanted to escape Kraken City altogether and start a new life, well, there were always ships that could be hired, and Kraken City gold was just as good in Doran as in Kraken. Marcus kept thinking about it and thinking about it until at last he decided he just had to go for it.  
 
    If he were caught, he would be sent to the Bitter Island salt mines or to some other back-breaking hard labor for the rest of his short life. That was, of course, if he was not killed outright during the robbery. But if he escaped and got away with it? He would have enough money to get a berth on a ship headed for the Kingdom of Doran, and to set himself up in a new life when he got there. He knew the language, he could read and write and do figures, and he knew how to use the courtly manners that would be expected at the King’s court in Doran City, the huge, shining capital city across the sea.  
 
    “An opportunity like this, for someone like me, only comes once,” he had told himself. And that had been that.  
 
    For days, he watched the docks.  
 
    At last, the ship came in, conspicuous because of the strong company of Bloody Hand mercenaries who guarded its unloading. Many people gathered and watched the show. Marcus had just been one face among many, gazing on as the mercenaries formed up around three covered wagons drawn by hooded and cloaked riders on black horses. Spears at the ready, the mercenaries escorted the goods up the hill from the docks toward Merchants’ Town.  
 
    That had been on yesterday’s morning tide. Marcus had slipped through a narrow entrance between two nearby warehouses and found himself in a disused courtyard. In one corner, half-covered by a broken cart and a stack of moldering planks, was a heavy bronze circular cover. He levered it up with a plank of wood and slipped through, closing it carefully behind him. He found himself in the cool, echoing darkness of the Underway. 
 
    Half an hour’s walk through the winding corridors and massive, echoing hallways of the Underway had taken him to the Gutter Gang’s base. The sentry let him through without question, and Marcus found his own little chamber and went to sleep. He would want to be at his best for tonight’s work.  
 
    “Ah, at last,” Marcus smiled. The city guardsman’s legs had finally gotten stiff from standing at his post, and Marcus watched with satisfaction as the mail-clad man walked away from the gap in the wall. Not wasting an instant, Marcus slipped silently from his vantage point and landed on the muddy street again. Immediately, the thick fog swallowed him again.  
 
    It was a short sprint across open ground from here to the gate, and Marcus covered it in one swift dash. He pressed himself up against the gatepost, listening for the guard’s footsteps returning. Nothing.  
 
    Marcus took a deep, steadying breath and raised his hand. “Stealthy Tread,” he muttered, feeling the familiar warmth of the enacted spell washing over him.  
 
    Now, he had a few minutes during which the guard would have to stare right at him to notice him. The spells were short lived, but powerful. While the spell was active, it was likely that even if he looked directly at Marcus, the guard would mistake him for a shadow, or a cat, or at the least for someone who was meant to be there.  
 
    Two steps took him through the gate. Walk, don’t run. A glance to the left. The guard bent over a stone water-fountain, filling the metal cup that was chained to the wall beside it. Two more steps, and Marcus was back in the shadows. The tall stone building was taller than any down in the slum district, and it cast a thick shadow.  
 
    As the guard finished drinking and turned away from the well, Marcus slipped between the buildings, sticking close to the walls as he felt the Stealthy Tread spell wear steadily off. He was in.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Stealthy Tread Level 3 
 
    Level increase: 10% 
 
    Progress to next level: 80% 
 
      
 
    Diremage Xeron’s house was at the top of Merchants’ Town, set back from the main cluster of buildings. Marcus jogged along in the shadows, keeping a wary ear open for patrols. He was about halfway when he heard the first one. The tramp of their sandals and the clink of their mail shirts was unmistakable.  
 
    They’re coming round the corner, he thought. This was an inconvenient spot to run into a patrol—there were no lanes or alleyways nearby to hide in, not even a dark doorway to duck into.  
 
    Marcus glanced up. A stone lip stuck out from the side of the building next to him.  
 
    He didn’t hesitate. A deft spring took him halfway up. Pushing his foot off the wall got him the rest of the way. He caught the edge of the stone lip. With a soft grunt, he swung himself up and crouched on the narrow ledge, still as a statue.  
 
    As the men passed below him, he held his breath and took care not to stare at them. Sometimes, he knew, if you stared hard at a man, you could make him glance up and look at you. That would not do now. Marcus let his eyes drift out of focus and thought of the gray sea.  
 
    He let his breath out slowly once the guards were gone, then dropped down, back onto the cobbled street, and began to jog again.  
 
    Kraken City was built on one massive, cone-shaped hill, so you were always climbing. Only down in the slums and on the docks were the streets flat—everywhere else, you were either climbing or descending. Marcus made his way through Merchants’ Town, climbing all the way, until when he turned he could see the docklands off to his left.  
 
    A forest of masts bristled up, inky black against the moon-lit sea. On the wide-open flagged area around the docks, Marcus could see little lights moving back and forth and hear the distant voices of late-night revelers.  
 
    Kraken City never really sleeps, he thought with a smile. Inland, the thick fog made a gray blanket in the moonlight, hiding the slums from view. All around him, Merchants’ Town was silent as a graveyard.  
 
    Only a few minutes later, Marcus found himself nearing Diremage Xeron’s generous manse. It had a big garden for Kraken City. Even in the wealthier parts of Merchants’ Town, space was at a premium, so the walled acre of green space around Xeron’s home was a rare luxury. Marcus climbed the outside of a stone townhouse to get a better look, finding a convenient alcove about twelve feet up. He wedged himself in place.  
 
    At the thieves guild, they had taught him that skill at climbing was a thief’s best friend. Marcus had always found it to be so.  
 
    From his vantage point, he could see over Diremage Xeron’s ten-foot garden wall. He took his time, watching for movement in the grounds. Several Bloody Hand mercenaries patrolled the perimeter. Four—no, five. Big men, veterans armed with weighted nets and long barbed spears, with short swords at their belts. They wore linen britches and chainmail coats over hauberks of boiled leather. Their leather helms reflected blotches of moonlight.  
 
    Marcus watched for an hour as the moon crept slowly across the sky, until he was satisfied that the guards were not expecting trouble. They had a routine that they were not varying at all. Four moved back and forth along the outside of each wall, slowly, looking from left to right. Every fifth time a guard made it to the corner, he met his fellow guard and swapped with him. Back and forth, back and forth, back, and swap.  
 
    When they swapped, they exchanged a few words. That’s my opportunity, Marcus thought. He waited until the moon went behind a cloud, then he slipped to the ground and moved as silent as death toward the garden wall. Trees lined the approach, and he ducked down, lying flat in the shadow of one of the trees. The wall was only 20 feet away. His eyes followed the progress of the guard. Back, forth, back, forth, back, and... 
 
    “Stealthy Tread.”  
 
    As the guards met at the corner and exchanged a few words, their eyes were on each other, not on their watch. His spell active, Marcus dashed across the open space and flung himself over the wall. He dropped to the grass beyond and immediately dived into the shelter of the nearest shrub. The whole maneuver had taken him just seconds. 
 
    In the wake of his spell, the familiar status upgrade appeared in Marcus’s awareness. It was an unexplained feature of magic that spellcasters could track the progress of their spells to the next level. It floated, like an afterimage on his vision, showing him the level of his spell and the progress he had gained from its most recent use.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Stealthy Tread Level 3 
 
    Level increase: 10% 
 
    Progress to next level: 90% 
 
      
 
    “Now for the difficult part,” he said to himself, grinning fiercely in the dark. The house was ahead, a looming shape rising out of the trees and bushes of the grounds.  
 
    Moving from bush to tree to shrub, Marcus approached the house. The garden smelled strongly of exotic flowers in the dark. Xeron was known to import strange plants from overseas for his garden. Some said that it was just vanity, but other rumors said that the plants he imported had magical properties.  
 
    The house was a big structure, three stories of heavy sandstone, each stone block three feet long by two high. The whole thing towered up over the low trees. Marcus was pleased to see that no lights shone in any of the windows. It was the small hours of the morning now, and the moon had fallen low in the sky, making the black shadows long and thick across the ground.  
 
    He made it to the shrubs that carpeted the base of the wall, forming a thick hedge all around the structure. The moon shone down on the right side of the house, so Marcus moved off to the left where the shade was deepest.  
 
    Now to find a window... he thought. There would be a guard posted on the front door, no doubt about that, but Marcus needed no door to enter a building like this. The lower windows would be locked and bolted, and they would probably have magical wards over them. Marcus could use his unlocking magic against such things, but the lower windows were likely to have the best locks and the most powerful spells. He could make an attempt, but a failure here might cause a noise, and that could cause an alarm. The upper windows, however, were likely to be less strongly guarded... 
 
    For a moment longer, Marcus considered trying his magic against one of the lower windows, but he decided against it when he saw a stout branch of ivy cladding the corner of the house. The ivy had fat red leaves and a stalk as thick as his forearm. He glanced up and found what he was looking for: a small window on the first floor, half-hidden by the ivy.  
 
    Perfect, he thought, and began to climb.  
 
    The ivy supported his weight, and it was so thick that he could have pressed himself into it and hidden completely if he’d needed to. He did not. The guards patrolling outside had their eyes turned outward, and nobody was patrolling the grounds.  
 
    When he reached the little window, he raised his hand and focused his attention, muttering the spell, “Ward Detect.”  
 
      
 
    Ward detected: minor guard. 
 
    Trap detected: none 
 
      
 
    He concentrated. As Marcus had suspected, Xeron’s ward spell was not a strong one, and it had not been renewed for a long time. Spells degraded over time, like rust on an iron lock, and a conscientious mage had to return to his spells regularly if he wanted them to remain effective.  
 
    Seems that Diremage Xeron has bigger things on his plate than checking on his upper window ward spells, Marcus thought as he concentrated on the minor guard spell.  
 
    “Charm and Disarm,” he whispered, then sighed with satisfaction as he felt the Diremage’s weak ward spell dissipate.  
 
    He slid his fingers along the bottom of the narrow window and found the catch. No need for a spell here. He lifted the window, the catch slipped back, but he caught it and let it gently down before it could make a noise.  
 
    And we’re in, he thought, with a smile.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Ward Detect 
 
    Level Increase: 5% 
 
    Progress to Next Level: 35% 
 
      
 
    Spell: Charm and Disarm Level 4 
 
    Level increase: 4% 
 
    Progress to Level 5: 50% 
 
      
 
    The window was narrow, only a foot and a half in height and three feet long. That was probably why the ward spell on it was so poor—nobody considered it a threat. But for someone with thieves guild training, every window was a threat. 
 
    When Marcus dropped into the little storeroom beyond, he stifled a sneeze as thick dust rose up from the bare boards.  
 
    Seems like nobody’s been in this room for a year, he thought, easing the window shut behind him. The risk was slight, but still it wouldn’t do for someone to glance up and see it open. A good thief takes no chances, and Marcus was very good.  
 
    He stood for a long minute, letting his eyes become accustomed to the dimness. When they did, he looked around. He was in a tiny lumber-room, stacked to the roof with junk: broken furniture, a harp without strings, piles of papers bound with tattered cord, chests that looked as if they had not been opened in a decade. In the corner, there was a long spear with a great hooked blade encrusted with gemstones. Marcus looked at that for a moment. That was strange—he’d never seen a weapon like that before. Restraining his interest and keeping focused on his objective, he moved to the wooden door.  
 
    “Ward Detect,” he said again.  
 
      
 
    Ward detected: none 
 
    Trap detected: none 
 
      
 
    Marcus smiled. Diremage Xeron doesn’t put wards on his inner doors, he thought. Sloppy. 
 
    He eased the door open a fraction of an inch at a time, so slowly that even if it had creaked nobody would have heard. The door let into a long, carpeted corridor, dark but for the moonlight that filtered in through a window at the far end of the corridor.  
 
    Marcus was not far from his goal now—he could feel it. Soon, he would be on his way back, his small pack bursting with magical dust and his fortune assured.  
 
    Don’t get cocky, he warned himself. He was good at this, and he knew it, but there was nothing worse than an arrogant thief.  
 
    He paused to give himself the kind of talking-to that every thief needed before executing their plan.  
 
    That’s the thing about a job like this, you can mess it up at any time. There’s always something to go wrong. First you get the dust you need to get out of the house undetected. Then you need to get out of the grounds past the guards, then through the Merchants’ Town, then over the Middle Watch and back through the slums to the Underway.  
 
    Every stage in that process was as important as any other. A successful robbery needed careful planning, patience, skill, an eye for opportunity, and a bit of luck, too.  
 
    There was a staircase at the end of the corridor. Marcus lay on his belly to approach it, peering down through the railing to the ground floor hall to see if anyone was there.  
 
    All clear, he thought after lying there for a moment. The only sound was the slow, majestic tick-tock, of a tall Doran grand-clock keeping the time in its beautifully carved, polished hardwood case.  
 
    Marcus squinted at the hands of the clock. He had two hours until first light.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus snuck down the steps on tiptoes, ears straining for any sound of people in the house.  
 
    Diremage Xeron will have guards in the house, I’m sure of it, he thought. Then again, maybe he’s just arrogant? Maybe he thinks no one would, or even could, get this far? So far at least there was no sign of anyone in the house but Marcus. The Diremage himself no doubt slept in a grand chamber on the first floor, the servants sleeping on the top floor.  
 
    Marcus had spied the kitchens when he was watching the guards from outside—a big, modern extension built from clean white stone. A boy would be sleeping there to keep an eye on the fires, for sure, and maybe even a couple bakers attending to an early batch of bread. Well, I’ll be going nowhere near there tonight. I’m here for one thing and one thing only.  
 
    Big, airy, comfortable sitting rooms flanked the ground-floor hallway, the grand-clock’s tick-tock permeating the entire space. Behind the stairway that he’d just come down, Marcus found an entrance to a corridor. 
 
    He was just about to peer round the edge of the corridor entrance when a sudden noise made him freeze.  
 
    Thump, thump, thump. The noise came from the sitting room on the left. Then a huff, as if someone—no, something—had taken a breath. Then most chilling of all, a low growl.  
 
    A dog.  
 
    Marcus didn’t hesitate. A good thief was prepared for any eventuality, and dogs were no exception. Usually, the dogs he had to worry about were the guard dogs outside, if there were any. This was more likely to be some old house dog. Sure enough, when Marcus slipped up to the sitting room door and glanced in, he found a big, jowly mastiff, long-legged and heavy, with a huge head and small, intelligent eyes.  
 
    The dog sniffed twice, then began to growl low in its throat again, eyeing Marcus suspiciously. Perhaps not such a friendly pet after all, then. A bark right now would be disastrous.  
 
    Marcus reached into his back pocket and pulled out a bit of black sausage, then crouched, holding the meat out to the dog. The growling stopped and became a high-pitched whine as the dog caught the scent of the meat. He tipped his head to one side and began to salivate, and his tail began to wag slowly.  
 
    The big dog heaved himself to his feet and lumbered over to Marcus, tail wagging. He took the sausage from Marcus’s hand then turned and walked purposefully back to his bed in the corner of the room to devour his prize.  
 
    That was easy, Marcus thought, stifling the urge to laugh. The sausages were treated with a sleeping draught, not enough to do the animals any harm, but enough to silence a guard dog for an hour or so at least. 
 
    Now for the prize. He glanced around the well-furnished sitting room. Cut crystal goblets sat on a little table, fine wines filled a glass case in one corner, and expensive statues were arranged on a glass table by the window. Not to mention the gold plate in the room. It would have satisfied any normal thief to grab an armful of gold plate and leave, but not Marcus. Marcus was here for the prize, the magic dust. Only that was both valuable enough, and small enough, to suit his purpose. His leather knapsack could be filled with gold and jewels, but it would not be near as valuable as the same pack filled with magic dust.  
 
    He was about to head out when something caught his eye. It was a framed portrait of a man, hanging above a low glass case. Two steps took Marcus over to it. He gazed at the portrait for a moment.  
 
    Soft moonlight shone through the window from the garden and danced on the gilded frame. The picture was of a heavy-set man in his prime, staring thoughtfully out at the viewer. He had long hair, slicked back over his high brow, and a cold, merciless expression on his chiseled face. One gloved hand was raised as if in preparation for casting a spell, in the other a magical staff trailed smoke.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Xeron,” Marcus muttered. There could be no doubt that it was a portrait of the Diremage he was looking at. All the weapons of the vampire hunter were there. Marcus had only seen the Diremage once, and that had been from a distance, but the strong, arrogant face was unmistakable.  
 
    Marcus looked down at the glass case below the portrait. In it, laid out on a thick padding of red velvet, was the very staff that was in the picture. And beside it, three grim relics were laid—skulls, human at first glance. Marcus leaned in closer. Not human skulls—vampire skulls. The sharp canines gleamed, diamond hard in the moonlight. The cheeks were higher, and the eyes wider apart than in a human. And on the brows, branded with a hot iron, was the seven-pointed star of the vampire hunters, burned there to keep any residual magic that might cling to the skulls at bay.  
 
    Back at the corridor entrance, Marcus peered around again. Doors led off the corridor on either side, but at the far end, he saw his goal—a heavy wooden door with a bolt and an iron padlock. A man dosed in a chair beside it. And not just any man: he wore the mail and hauberk of the Bloody Hand.  
 
    The cellar, Marcus realized. That was where the magic dust would be, he was sure of it. An underground cellar was the perfect place for magic to happen—it was private, secure, and with only the one entrance, it was easily guarded.  
 
    Marcus moved silently, drawing a long, thin tube from a fold in his well-fitted black cloak. He drew a small dark thorn, which glistened with a thick liquid, from a pouch at his belt. The widow’s tear poison—so called because the victim bled from his eyes before dying—was a cruel one, but swift. A man pricked with a poisoned dart was paralyzed. His blood would leak from his eyes as he suffocated, his muscles no longer able to work his lungs.  
 
    Not a pleasant way to go, but needs must. Marcus wanted to get to his loot, and this man stood in his way.  
 
    He slipped the thorn into the tube, taking care not to scratch his fingers with the point of the dark projectile. He raised the blowpipe up to his lips and fired with a practiced puff of air.  
 
    The guard looked up when he heard the sharp hiss of Marcus’s breath. But it was too late. The thorn wedged itself in his neck, and immediately the man stiffened, hands clutching at his throat as his muscles locked up.  
 
    Marcus left his hiding place and sprinted down the corridor. The guard made a strangling noise as Marcus reached him, but Marcus had a dagger in his hand, and before the guard could make another sound, the dagger came up and slammed into his chest, the razor-sharp point punching through leather, mail, and flesh to find the heart.  
 
    Marcus flipped the guard onto his back as blood began to soak the man’s jerkin and leak from his sightless eyes. Swiftly, he dragged the guard’s body up the corridor to the first room. He listened for a moment, then shouldered the door open and glanced in. A study, dark and empty. Marcus dumped the body into the gap behind a low sofa. No one would find the guard there until morning. 
 
    And Marcus would be long gone by then. 
 
    He was about to shove the sofa back into place when something caught his eye. A jeweled dagger glinted on the guard’s belt. Marcus knelt and cut the man’s leather belt to free the dagger along with its wood and leather sheath.  
 
    It was a nice piece of work. Black ivory was carved into a comfortable handgrip and topped with a pommel of red crystal that glowed faintly. Red and green light shimmered along the blade’s folded steel. The edge looked sharp enough to shave with. 
 
    He’d promised himself that he was only here for the magic dust, but this dagger was too nice a piece to pass up. It was rare, too, that was clear. The workmanship was beautiful, and the hard ivory of the handle was worn with many years of use.  
 
    Too nice to leave with a corpse, Marcus thought, glancing at the swiftly cooling body of the guard. He attached the dagger to his belt, heaved the sofa back into place to hide the guard, and pressed on.  
 
    Going back to the corridor, he was pleased to see that not a drop of blood had stained the carpet. He looked within himself for regret for killing the guard, but there was none. The guard was a mercenary, paid to fight and to accept the risk of death in his master’s service. The Bloody Hand were notoriously vicious in battle, and this man had probably done worse things than killing in his days.  
 
    I’d have felt worse about killing the dog, Marcus thought, glad that he’d not been obliged to harm the docile animal.  
 
    The door was warded, and Marcus felt the warm rush of satisfaction as his spell increased in potency from breaking the ward.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Charm and Disarm Level 4 
 
    Level increase: 2% 
 
    Progress to Level 5: 52% 
 
      
 
    The spells increased in potency fairly slowly, particularly this one, since it was fairly advanced already. Marcus calculated that it took roughly four wards disarmed to gain a 2% increase, but that was hard to say for sure because it depended on the strength of the ward.  
 
    That last one had been a good one, and he felt relieved that his spell had been enough to disarm it. To be truthful, breaking the ward spells was probably the most unreliable part of his plan. There was no way to tell in advance how strong the Diremage’s ward spells were likely to be.  
 
    Still, Marcus had thought it through and concluded that it was worth the risk. The Diremage was buying magic dust in bulk. Why? If he were an immensely powerful mage already, why would he have need of the dust? Not to sell—his wealth was as legendary as his miserly hoarding of it. No, Marcus calculated that Diremage Xeron was buying magic dust in quantity because he wanted to level up fast.  
 
    A man who sought to use his wealth to buy shortcuts was likely not a man who had put a great deal of effort into increasing ward spell levels. Ward spells were neither flashy or prestigious, and a man with Xeron’s arrogance and riches would be unlikely to put careful effort into unimpressive spells.  
 
    So Marcus had hoped.  
 
    By contrast, Marcus had diligently put time and effort into developing his Charm and Disarm spell, and now that had paid off.  
 
    He held his hands over the padlock and muttered, “Ethereal Key.”  
 
    The spell’s power coursed through him, and the pins inside the lock clicked back as if pressed by a key. The well-greased lock popped open silently. Marcus slipped the bar back, pushed the door open, and stepped through into the darkness beyond.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Ethereal Key Level 6 
 
    Level increase: 1% 
 
    Progress to next level: 34% 
 
      
 
    The Ethereal Key spell, already at level 6 from many years of use, hardly leveled up any further, but Marcus barely noticed. He was on the cellar steps now, making his way down carefully through the pitch darkness. When he reached the bottom of the steps, he stood completely still, listening, until he was content that he was alone.  
 
    Practice had given him an instinct for dark spaces. From the feel of the air around him, he judged that he was in a small space. Experimentally, he let his hand fall gently against his leather belt. The sound fell flat, without any suggestion of an echo. So, not only a small space, but a small space filled with things to muffle the sound.  
 
    He crouched, touching the floor and feeling stone flags. Groping outward, he contented himself that the floor was stone for at least six feet all around him.  
 
    Working quickly now, he drew out the flint and tinder he always carried, then huddled over them to strike a spark onto a little ball of dried linen fibers. On his second try, he got a spark which quickly developed into a flame. He lit a black candle and blew out his little pile of kindling.  
 
    Marcus stood and looked around.  
 
    The orange light of the candle showed him a long, low room with a floor of big stone flags and walls piled high with stores. Shelves were stacked with dusty bottles, and some chests had been rusted shut. Stacks of scrolls decayed in one corner. 
 
    But at the far end of the cellar, there was a stack of four crates next to a big black table. Unlike the rest of the cellar’s contents, the crates did not look at all dusty or worn. They looked, in fact, as if they had only just arrived.  
 
    Jackpot.  
 
    He moved swiftly toward the boxes, shielding his candle flame with one hand. As he approached, the black table caught his attention. It was no ordinary table. It was cut from obsidian, and his candlelight glowed and reflected back at him from countless facets in the carefully carved decorations that ran all over its surface.  
 
    An enchanting table. 
 
    Standing over it, Marcus gazed in fascination at the carved runes and inlaid red crystals that were all over the table. But something else caught his eye: a stain on the black surface.  
 
    Holding his candle up, Marcus leaned forward to get a closer look, and a shiver ran over him. The table was stained with dried blood.  
 
    What the hell have you been doing down here, Xeron? he thought uneasily. But there was no time to wonder. It would soon be first light, and Marcus wanted to be well away from the manse by then. Whatever horrors the Diremage was up to were no concern of his.  
 
    He turned to the crates, pulling out his old dagger—the new one he’d taken from the guard was too fancy for opening wooden crates. There were four boxes, three smaller ones and one large one. Marcus took a step toward the boxes and then froze as a sound cut through the silence of the cellar.  
 
    A sniff, then a choking sob.  
 
    “What the…” he said out loud but stopped himself. A sudden burst of weeping filled the cellar. It was a woman, and it was coming from the crates.  
 
    Marcus took two steps backward. His hand shook, and he cursed his own nerves and the instinct that had made him talk out loud. What the hell was going on here? Was this some spell? Some trick to deceive him?  
 
    He cast Ward Detect but found nothing. The crying continued, a hopeless, distraught sobbing in the voice of a young woman. It cut through him and found his heart, and pity welled up in him like blood from a wound. He felt sudden tears prickle in his own eyes; the voice sounded so desolate.  
 
    Get a grip, he thought severely, blinking hard. That was not like him. He stepped up to the box, holding the knife. No doubt about it: the crying was coming from inside the big crate.  
 
    What could he do? The smaller crates probably held the magic dust, and yet the woman’s crying was getting louder. If it kept up, it might carry up the stairs and alert a passing servant.  
 
    “Quiet, please!” he hissed, and the voice stopped suddenly.  
 
    There was a sniff. “Please…” a small voice said. “Please don’t hurt me…”  
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you, but please, don’t make a noise.”  
 
    There was a pause, then the voice came again, quiet, but sounding defiant. “If you don’t let me out, I will make a noise,” it said. “I’ll scream, I will. I’ll scream as loud as I can.”  
 
    “All right, all right,” Marcus said. “Just keep quiet and I’ll let you out. Hold on…”  
 
    He stepped up to the box. It was secured by rows of iron nails holding the wooden lid down. Marcus drove his dagger in between the edge of the wooden lid and levered it up. The nearest nail came up with the wood, and he moved around, doing the same at each corner and then in the middle. While he worked, only the sound of rapid breathing came from the box. When he could get his fingers under the lid, he hauled it up and pulled it off.  
 
    The lid was awkward but not heavy. Careful not to jab himself on the nails, he laid it down on the floor and held up the candle. He peered inside the box.  
 
    Sudden magic washed over him, and for an instant he saw something vast and strange. It was as vivid as a fever dream, and for a split second that felt like an eternity, it filled his senses.  
 
    Power rushed through him. He was standing on top of a rocky cliff—or was it the battlement of a huge fortress?—and elemental powers were blazing around him. Lighting flashed from the rocks at his feet, fire flooded from his hands. A tidal wave roared across the sea and smashed up against a storm-tossed shoreline. Armies clashed below him.  
 
    He turned and saw a vista of twisting corridors and wide-open chambers. He blinked—what was he seeing?—it was like looking at a cutaway of an anthill, with hundreds of tunnels leading from room to room. In each room, there were monstrous shapes of every kind imaginable. Monsters of metal, of bone, of fire and shadow. Monsters of ice and of stone. And there were warriors, too, fighting the monsters in the chambers and in the corridors.  
 
    The vision changed again, and he saw a vision of himself, standing on top of a burning wooden wall. Below him, an army of monstrous figures charged at him, screaming. He lifted his hands and called down doom upon them.  
 
    Again, a change—gold flowed through his fingers, and he saw himself standing on top of a high tower, looking out over Kraken City. But the city was different—instead of slums, a pleasant and affluent town of wide streets and comfortable houses stretched from the Docklands to the Wastelands and up to the edge of Merchants’ Town. Well-dressed and well-fed people walked around the streets and in and out of the buildings.  
 
    And then he saw a ship. It was silver and gray, then black and red, and it cut through the waves, heading toward a shore that he didn’t recognize. White towers soared skyward, and a lighthouse burned red at the tip of an outthrust spear of rock.  
 
    The vision passed. Marcus blinked, gasping as if he’d just been doused with cold water. He was still in the cellar, still looking down into Diremage Xeron’s crate. The candle burned steadily in his left hand, and the dagger was a reassuring weight in his right.  
 
    There was an iron cage in the wooden crate, about three feet across by four feet high. The floor of the cage was lined with straw, and in the corner of the cage, huddled in a protective ball and glaring defiantly at him, was the strangest figure he had ever seen.  
 
    She was small, her head not much bigger than his clenched fist, and her body couldn’t have been more than two feet tall standing. Bright, scared green eyes were unnaturally large in her narrow face, and her skin was the dark green of wet leaves. Her nose and chin were small and human-looking, but her big ears swept up into sharp points. 
 
    She had a great mass of wild, pale hair like dry straw. Her tiny hands and feet were bare, but she wore a garment of rough-spun linen that came up to her chin and down to her ankles, leaving her stick-thin arms bare. She sat in the corner of the cage farthest away from him, her knees drawn up protectively to her chest and her arms wrapped tightly around them.  
 
    “You’re no Diremage,” she said. Her voice was quiet, but it was surprisingly mellow for such a small creature. “Who are you?”  
 
    “I’m a thief,” Marcus replied honestly.  
 
    “Have you come for me?”  
 
    “No, I came for the magic dust.”  
 
    “The dust?” A look of displeasure crossed her face, but it passed quickly. She got up. The three-foot-high crate was just tall enough for her to stand upright in. Three steps took her closer to him, and she reached up and put her tiny hands around the bars.  
 
    “Free me, please. Free me from this cage,” she said in a desperate voice.  
 
    Marcus glanced at the smaller crates. Time was passing. This was not what he had come for, but the sight of the little creature in the iron cage went to his heart. However, old instinct and long practice made him bargain anyway.  
 
    “What’s in it for me?” he asked, as if his mind was not yet made up. In truth, he knew there was no way he could walk away from her. He glanced uneasily at the bloody table next to them.  
 
    “I’ll reward you,” she said.  
 
    “What with?”  
 
    She laughed, a beautiful, tinkling sound like water over stones. “Everything I have to give. What else?”  
 
    “You’re a faerie?” Marcus asked. He’d heard of such creatures. Over in the Kingdom of Doran, there were faeries, it was said. Men made alliances with them and gained magical powers, but Marcus had never seen one.  
 
    “I’m one of the fae people, yes,” she agreed. Then she reached up into her hair and drew out a long, thin steel pin, “Here, if you free me, I will reward you. Come here, look, give me your hand.”  
 
    Marcus reached out warily, but before he could say anything, she dug the pin into her hand and drew a spot of blood. She reached through the bars and smeared the blood on the skin of his hand.  
 
    “That’s a blood-oath!” Marcus exclaimed in a whisper. The blood-oath was the most sacred promise anyone could make, and it was seldom used except for the most solemn of vows. For magic users, however, the blood-oath was even more sacred. Marcus had never seen it done, but he had heard of it.  
 
    He looked at the little creature in her ragged linen shift on the floor of rough straw. He believed her about the reward, even without the blood-oath. With it, he was certain.  
 
    “Hold still,” he said, and with one motion he heaved the iron cage up and out of the wooden box and placed it on the floor. He knelt, then held his hands over the iron lock, casting Ethereal Key.  
 
    The spell didn’t work.  
 
    “There’s something…” Marcus said, feeling toward the lock with his magic. “An enchantment. The lock is covered by a spell I’ve not seen before. I don’t know if I can break it.”  
 
    The faerie’s small hand reached through the bars to lie against Marcus’s wrist.  
 
    “Try now,” she said.  
 
    He tried again. This time, his own magic seemed to flow more powerfully, a strong spell rushing along like water through a dam. The lock ward dissipated like mist in a morning wind. The lock gave a sharp click, and the door sprang open.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Ethereal Key Level 6 
 
    Level Increase: 1% 
 
    Progress to next level: 35% 
 
      
 
    Immediately, the faerie sprang out and leaped up onto the top of the cage. She seemed to grow a little, her form filling out and her hands and feet getting more substantial until she stood a little under a foot tall.  
 
    “Wow!” Marcus said. “What was that? Your magic boosted my lockpicking spell!”  
 
    She looked at him quizzically. “Well, yes, that’s the nature of a faerie alliance. Didn’t you know?” Before Marcus could reply, she continued. “Thank you for freeing me,” she said with a smile, then gestured toward the steps. “Shall we go?”  
 
    “I still need to get my loot,” Marcus said, moving to the smaller boxes.  
 
    “You’ll have no need of that now that I’m with you,” she said. “I made you a blood-oath. Don’t you believe me?”  
 
    “Oh, I believe you,” Marcus said, popping the lid off the first box and looking inside. “I believe you even without the blood-oath. I can tell when a person’s lying. You don’t get far in the life I’ve led without being able to tell truth from lies. But all the same, I came here for this, and I’m not leaving without it.”  
 
    In the box, clear pouches full of bright-colored powder were stacked up together. Each bag would have fitted comfortably in the hand. Marcus could not tell what the bags were made from. He’d never seen anything like it before. It was smooth to the touch, clear as glass but as pliable as fine leather, with a strange, slick feeling like oil in the hand.  
 
    He filled his bag with the dust pouches, while the faerie stood on the cage, hands on hips, looking on in obvious disapproval.  
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked in a low voice as he worked.  
 
    “Ella,” she replied immediately. “You?”  
 
    “Marcus,” he answered, finishing his task and moving to the next box.  
 
    “Marcus,” she said before repeating the word a couple of times as if getting a feel for it.  
 
    “That’s right,” he said. There was nothing in the second box worth stealing, nor the third. Well, that was no problem. Even at black market prices, old Salla down at the Ragged Sail tavern would be able to sell it for more gold than Marcus had ever seen.  
 
    “Are you quite done?” she asked pointedly as he stood. 
 
    He slapped the bag. “All done.”  
 
    She grimaced, then to his surprise two wings unfolded from her back. They were as fine as a butterfly’s wings and clear as glass, but they didn’t flap. All the same, the faerie rose from her perch on the top of the cage and hovered about the level of his shoulder. 
 
    “That’s a neat trick!” he said quietly.  
 
    She shrugged. “Magic wings. It’s how most fae get about. The wings act as a vector for the magic of flight. Come on, let’s get out of here.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” he said, smiling at his little companion.  
 
    They made their way up the stairs, Marcus in front and Ella floating up gently behind him, her head at a level with his shoulder. When he got to the top, Marcus pushed the door ajar and peered out. “All clear,” he whispered, before ducking out of the door into the dark corridor beyond.  
 
    They passed the room where Marcus had hidden the body, and he saw Ella glance knowingly through the open doorway at the sofa as they passed. He would go out the way he had come in, he decided, and he was making his way toward the foot of the stairs when a sudden movement made him turn his head.  
 
    A dark shape lumbered out of one of the sitting rooms. There was a sound of heavy breathing, and then a wet nose jostled Marcus’s hand and began to explore his pocket. A stubby tail wagged enthusiastically in the dimness.  
 
    The dog.  
 
    “Hey buddy,” Marcus said quietly, reaching out to scratch the old dog’s ears. “I thought you would be asleep by now after eating that sausage.” The sausage he’d given the dog had been treated with a sleeping draught, but the big dog showed no signs of falling asleep.  
 
    Marcus thought back over his preparations for this trip. His sleeping draught was freshly made, and he’d dosed the sausage carefully. He looked quizzically at the dog, who seemed to grin at him mischievously.  
 
    I can’t explain it, Marcus thought to himself. But there it is.  
 
     The dog whined quietly.  
 
    “He says he wants to come with us,” Ella said in his ear.  
 
    Marcus turned to her. “What? You can talk to him?”  
 
    The dog whined again.  
 
    “That’s right,” Ella said. “I can talk to him, and he says it’s boring here.” Another whine. “And the food is rubbish. He wants to come with us.”  
 
    “He can’t,” Marcus said, feeling exasperated. “I mean to climb out the upstairs window and down the ivy. I can’t bring him.”  
 
    The dog tilted his head and cocked an ear as if he understood, then whined again, turning toward the corridor.  
 
    “He says you don’t need to climb,” Ella said. “He says there’s an easy way out. It’s his way out to the garden for when he… ah, for when he needs to do his business in the night. No one watches the dog’s way out, he’s saying.”  
 
    The dog looked Marcus in the eye and wagged.  
 
    Marcus shrugged. “Well, just when I thought tonight couldn’t get any weirder, a talking dog wants to show us the way out. Alright. Let’s get out of here.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dog led Marcus and Ella toward the cellar, then turned right. He took them confidently through a door and they found themselves in a second corridor. This one was stone-flagged and stone-walled, where the other had been carpeted and plaster-walled. The passage sloped slightly downward, and Marcus smelled fresh bread and a hint of woodsmoke.  
 
    The kitchens, he thought. That’s the one place where people are most likely to be awake at this time in the morning. Is the dog betraying us?  
 
    But before they could reach the kitchens, the dog turned left and walked up to a closed door. He heaved himself up on his hind legs and pushed with his paws, and the door swung open.  
 
    Beyond, there was a small pantry that looked disused. A part of one wall had fallen in, to reveal the night sky and the shaded garden. A stack of bricks sat outside the breach in the wall, as if laid there ready for the repair work. When Marcus looked closer, however, he saw a tendril of trailing vine making its way up one side of the brick pile, and the remains of a last year’s birds nest wedged into the other. Apparently, the repair work had been due for some time.  
 
    The dog shot a look over his shoulder, gave them a wag, and vanished through the gap. Marcus had to crouch to get through, but Ella was able to float along behind him on her magic wings.  
 
    And just like that, they were outside. The moon had descended beyond the horizon, but there was no sign of light yet in the sky. It was the darkest hour, the hour before dawn.  
 
    The dog wagged his tail and his eyes gleamed with satisfaction at having been able to help.  
 
    “Thanks, dog,” Marcus whispered, leaning over to scratch the dog’s ears, “but how are you going to get out of the grounds?”  
 
    Ella laid a hand on Marcus’s shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll just use the gate,” the dog replied unconcernedly, “they’re used to me going in and out.”  
 
    Marcus nodded, then nearly fell over from surprise. The dog had spoken to him! Directly, not through Ella translating. He had a deep, growly voice, exactly as you’d expect a dog to have if it could speak human language.  
 
    What was going on? 
 
    Ella seemed to pick up on his confusion. She lifted her hand from his shoulder again. “You really don’t know much about faeries, do you?” she asked. “That’s how this works! We’re allied now, and that means my powers begin to pass to you. I was already able to boost your lockpicking skill, and now you’re starting to pick up on my power to understand the languages of beasts. It requires a physical touch at the moment, but in time our bond will strengthen.”  
 
    Marcus nodded thoughtfully.  
 
    It was true that he didn’t know much about faeries, and in fact he hadn’t fully understood what was meant by the alliance she seemed to think they had forged. He’d had no idea that it might involve him taking on some of the faerie’s powers.  
 
    I’ll reward you with everything I have, she had said. He’d thought it was just a form of words, the kind of symbolic way of speaking that the faerie folk were supposed to have. He hadn’t considered for a moment that it might literally mean a full-scale transfer of power from the faerie to him. Just what powers did this faerie have to give?  
 
    Another thought occurred to him. A vivid memory coursed through his mind. The vision of power he’d seen when he first looked into the cage that held Ella. The massive power he’d felt, the huge vista of monsters and elemental energy surging through him and around him. He had stood at the top of it all.  
 
    Marcus glanced at Ella. It was hard to imagine her as the vector for immense power, but appearances could be deceiving. The faerie’s round green eyes were set far apart on her face, and her pointed features made her face bird-like. Her hair stuck up around her head like dry straw, and her limbs were stick-thin, like those of an insect, and her dark green skin was thick and textured, like the bark of a tree.  
 
    For all that, her expressions and her mannerisms were very human. She glared at him now in obvious annoyance. “What are you looking at?” she demanded, and he realized he had been staring.  
 
    Well, this was no time to debate the point further. They had to get going.  
 
    “Uh, nothing,” he said. “Later. Come on, if the dog can go out the gate, let’s you and I go over the wall. We’ll meet up in the square just down the hill from here, where the market is.”  
 
    The dog wagged his tail, lolled his tongue at them in a grin, and headed off unconcernedly toward the main gate, his stubby tail wagging as he went. Ella and Marcus made their way carefully toward the garden wall, and Marcus pressed himself against it, listening for the sound of the guard passing. After a moment, the steady tramp of sandals passed the wall on the other side.  
 
    “Now,” Marcus whispered. He flung himself up, caught the edge of the wall, and vaulted up. He held his position for a split second, crouched on top of the wall. A glance from side to side showed him that there was no one near.  
 
    “Stealthy Tread,” he said, activating his enchantment again, then dropped off the wall onto the other side. As his feet hit the ground, he heard a sudden shout from the direction of the gate.  
 
    “Hey! Stop! Stop, thief!”  
 
    Marcus glanced toward the shouting but instead of seeing guards rushing toward him, he saw guards rushing away in the other direction. Not stopping to question what was happening, he dashed through the bushes, the faerie flying along close behind him.  
 
    He reached the buildings where he’d staked out the manse earlier and scrambled up onto the flat surface of the roof as he felt his Stealthy Tread spell wear off, then he lay flat on his belly. Ella was beside him, lying flat on the roof as well. Together, they shuffled around to get a look at what was going on at the manse gate.  
 
    What was happening? From this vantage point, Marcus could see a small group of guards chasing three black-clad figures away from the main gate. He peered through the gloom. The figures were clad head-to-toe in tight black costumes, with only their eyes visible.  
 
    Those were thieves guild uniforms! Marcus would have known them anywhere. So the guild was making an attempt against Diremage Xeron’s house as well. What could they be after other than the valuable cargo which Marcus himself had successfully stolen? Marcus grinned at the thought of it. The thieves guild generally worked for hire, with clients paying high prices for stolen loot. Whoever the client was, he would be disappointed. Diremage Xeron’s valuables were in Marcus’s pack already.  
 
    And, he thought, looking at Ella, lying on the roof beside me.  
 
    The guards waved their spears and shouted, and the dark figures ran quickly away, vaulting up the walls of the buildings and vanishing into the shadows. The dog, Marcus saw, was with the guards, barking gleefully as he joined the chase. Then Marcus saw something that made him smile.  
 
    Over by the near wall of the manse garden, a single black-clad figure was moving rapidly up the side of the wall. He paused, and his head swung from side to side as he looked for any threats. Then, silent as a shadow, he dropped over the wall and began flitting swiftly from tree to tree toward the house.  
 
    “Do you see?” Marcus said to Ella, pointing to the figure who had sneaked in while the guards were distracted.  
 
    “Oh, that’s clever,” she said with a smile. “And good for you as well, I guess.”  
 
    “It’s true,” he said. “When the robbery is discovered, they will be looking for men from the thieves guild. The guild will get the blame for it, not a lone operator like me.”  
 
    “Won’t Xeron go after the guild then?”  
 
    Marcus shook his head. “The guilds are protected by virtue of their long history as institutions in the city. Xeron might try to go after whoever hired them to do the job, but no one goes after the guild themselves. Either way, this attempt takes the heat off me, at least for the time being. I wonder who hired the guild to raid Xeron’s house?”  
 
    “Look, the guards are going back to their posts,” Ella said.  
 
    The guards, slapping each other on the back and talking loudly, were returning to the wall, secure in the belief that they had chased away the villains. The dog left them, and it was now wandering toward the building where Marcus and Ella hid. No one paid the dog any attention.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first light of dawn was beginning to color the eastern sky when Ella, the dog, and Marcus found themselves looking around the edge of a wall at the courtyard by the little guardhouse that kept the gate through Middle Watch. They’d walked back through the silent Merchants’ Town without encountering anyone, but now they had to pass the Middle Watch again.  
 
    “We’ll have to cross this courtyard and get out the gate if we want to leave Merchants’ Town and get through the slum district back to the Underway,” said Marcus. “The Underway is where I live, and you’ll be safe there for the moment. We’ll want to lie low for a couple of days at least, I reckon.”  
 
    Ella shivered suddenly. “I feel something,” she said, and then to Marcus’s surprise, she vanished. It was as if she had never been. He stopped himself from crying out, but then she reappeared, looking pleased with herself.  
 
    “It worked!” she exclaimed in a low whisper. “I have a new power, a Brief Invisibility spell, and it’s thanks to my connection with you! Let’s see if you can do it too.”  
 
    Marcus tried. He couldn’t quite turn himself fully invisible, but he found that there was a new spell he could use. His old Stealthy Tread spell had evolved.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Stealthy Tread 
 
    Level: 6 
 
    Next level: n/a (no new levels available) 
 
      
 
    New Version: Ultimate Stealth 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    Progress to next level: 0% 
 
      
 
    “This is going to be very useful,” he said. “And now is the perfect opportunity to try it out. Ready? I’ll use my new spell, and you use yours. Dog, you’ll just be able to walk through, I guess.”  
 
    “It’s one of the advantages of being a dog,” the big canine agreed serenely. “Unless you’re trying to steal their food, no one ever suspects you of anything.”  
 
    Marcus grinned. It would certainly take him a bit of time to get used to hearing the dog speak to him like that.  
 
    “We’ll go first then,” he said. “Ready, Ella?”  
 
    “Let’s do it,” she said.  
 
    “Ultimate Stealth,” said Marcus.  
 
    He felt the power of the new spell rushing over him, a heady feeling of magical energy that almost took his breath away. Ella applied her Brief Invisibility spell simultaneously. He looked down at himself. He was not invisible, but his image quaked and rippled as if it were made of water that light would be able to shine though. It wasn’t full invisibility, but it felt pretty close. Marcus could feel that, like his Stealthy Tread spell, this new version was still a spell that relied more on deceiving a person’s mind, rather than their vision.  
 
    Marcus took a breath and walked out into the courtyard where three guards were posted. One of the guards glanced up at him, frowned as if he was trying to remember something, then shrugged, looking away. The second was polishing a leather boot with a grubby cloth, and he didn’t even look up from his task.  
 
    The third guard, a big sergeant with a striped cloak to denote his rank, glanced up at Marcus and stared. He looked confused, but he didn’t immediately drop his eyes. Like a man trying to remember something, he glanced around the courtyard, then back at Marcus. He frowned, blinked, then took a step forward and was about to speak.  
 
    This guard’s no fool, thought Marcus. Even a powerful misdirection spell can be countered by a strong will. I need a distraction to get his attention away from me.  
 
    At that moment, the dog wandered into the courtyard. The canine glanced around, taking in the scene, and seemed to understand exactly what was going on. A distraction was needed. Without hesitation, he walked up to the guards’ drinking fountain, raised his leg, and began to piss in the water.  
 
    “Ah, hey, get outta here!” yelled the sergeant in disgust. He turned, raised his spear, and ran over to the dog, waving the shaft at him to scare him off.  
 
    Marcus was forgotten.  
 
    As Marcus and Ella slipped through the gateway unnoticed, the dog leaped away from a swipe of the sergeant’s spear shaft. He growled, barked once, then dashed for the gate himself. Marcus slipped into the shadow of a nearby slum dwelling as the dog ran down the sloping ramp from the Middle Watch gate. The sergeant aimed a kick after the canine, missing by a yard.  
 
    The dog vanished into the gloom, and the sergeant came up and peered through the gate after him.  
 
    A flaming torch in a sconce outside the gate cast a circle of ruddy light into the gloom beyond. The light shone on the sergeant’s craggy face as the man looked out from the gate for a moment. “I could have sworn there was something…” he muttered, then he shrugged and walked away.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Ultimate Stealth Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 11% 
 
    Progress to next level: 11% 
 
      
 
    “That was a good level increase,” Marcus said with satisfaction as his spell wore off. “We sneaked past three guards, and worked together with our magic, so my spell probably leveled up more because of that.”  
 
    It was expected that a spell would increase its power more at the beginning. As the progress toward the next level increased, the percentage progress became less dramatic with each use of the spell. 
 
    Ella’s Brief Invisibility had worn off as well, and together Marcus and Ella slipped out of their hiding place and the dog joined them.  
 
    Now that they were in the slum district, they had less need to be careful. The city guards did not come down here. The sight of the faerie might have given some of the residents a shock, but it was so early in the morning that no one was about. If anyone did show up, Ella would be able to use her Brief Invisibility power to hide herself until they were gone. The sight of Marcus and his dog would hardly arouse any suspicions.  
 
    “What’s your name, dog?” Marcus asked as they walked along the winding lanes of the slum district.  
 
    “They called me Hammer in the old place,” he said. “I like that well enough. You may continue to call me that if you like.”  
 
    “Hammer,” Marcus said thoughtfully. The big dog looked distinctly unlike a hammer. He looked more like a beer barrel than a hammer, with his big round body and his stubby legs, but no doubt that would change with time. It was clear from the shape of him that he hadn’t had much to do these past few years.  
 
    “It’s going to be less comfortable where we’re going,” Marcus warned Hammer. “There’s generally not a lot of food, and I hope to be taking a sea voyage soon, which might not suit you.”  
 
    The dog tossed his head as if he didn’t care. “I was so bored in the old place,” he said. “No one ever did anything with me. It will be worth a bit of discomfort to have a companion to do things with again.”  
 
    “Did you used to do things with Diremage Xeron?” Marcus asked. It crossed his mind that the dog might know something useful about the Diremage, but Hammer snorted.  
 
    “The Diremage?” Hammer said. “No. Not him. Never met anyone less interested in animals. Oh, he was never unkind to me, and he didn’t mind me sleeping in the house, but he never paid me any attention. I was there with the house when Xeron moved in. Used to catch rats in the cellars, and chase mice out of the pantries, but not for years. No, I’ll stick with you, and no one’ll miss me back at Xeron’s place, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “Very well,” said Marcus with a shrug, “good to have you along.”  
 
    Hammer barked once, and Ella grinned.  
 
    “Looks like you’re stuck with us,” she chuckled. Then she addressed Marcus. “But what did you mean a moment ago when you mentioned taking a sea voyage?”  
 
    “I’m planning to get out of Kraken City, Ella,” he replied. “That’s why I stole the magic dust. I want to sell it and use the gold to buy passage on a ship away from here.”  
 
    “Here,” said Ella thoughtfully. She glanced around. “Where exactly is ‘here’? What is this city that we’re in?”  
 
    Marcus shrugged. “I guess you were brought here on a ship in captivity and didn’t have much chance to look around. This is Kraken City. They say it’s the biggest trading port in the world. It’s an island, a big island almost entirely covered by the port city. The Kingdom of Doran is off to the north-east, several weeks sail from here. To the south, the many Isles of the Sun, where spices and many different kinds of exotic herbs are imported from. Off to the west are the shores of the Gronwold, the wildlands where the orkish folk rule. That’s where amber and furs and jet come from...”  
 
    Marcus told her about how Kraken City was the central trading hub for all these goods. Steel flowed from the Dwarven Realms north of the lands of men in Doran, across the sea to Kraken City. Here, it was bought by orks, who traded for it with furs and amber, and the rare healing plants that only grew in the valleys of the Gronwold. Marcus had never been anywhere but Kraken City, and yet he knew the world by its trade goods. To him, the Isles of the Sun, far south of Kraken, meant hot dried chilies and sweet cinnamon, and the lands to the west were soft wolf fur and the rich blacks and reds of jet, rubies, and amber.  
 
    The Kingdom of Doran was the place the people of Kraken City had the most traffic with. Kraken was technically a fiefdom of Doran, but in reality, it operated as an independent state, setting its own taxes and using mercenaries as a standing defense force who patrolled the coastal waters around the big central island.  
 
    Ella was quiet when Marcus finished explaining all this to her. Dawn was brightening the sky as they came to the edge of the slum district. Marcus stepped onto the wide expanse of boggy land on the south of the island they called the Wasteland. Ella’s tiny face scrunched up, and she held her nose. The Wasteland earned its name: it smelled of foul water, and ruined stone structures and unhealthy-looking groves of stunted trees spotted the desolate place. The Wasteland stretched for three miles from the ragged border of the slum district out to an abrupt edge, where steep, wind-blown cliffs dropped down 400 feet to the reef-torn sea. 
 
    The slums were beginning to encroach on the Wasteland, and regular foraging parties made their way to the larger ruins to collect stone for their buildings, but the land itself was too boggy for any serious building. It was well known that the woods and the ruins were haunted by the ghosts of the old peoples who had lived on Kraken Island before the Fall—the great calamity that had torn apart the civilization that once inhabited the islands long ago.  
 
    Marcus had seen the ghosts out here, but he hadn’t gone looking for any trouble with them. They were tall, gray creatures dressed in rusty armor and ragged chainmail. Skulls peered out from their helmets and long, notched swords hung from their bony hands.  
 
    Other foul creatures inhabited the Wasteland, too—you could hear them howling at night—and there were soft spots in the bog where an unwary man could lose a boot, or even be caught and sucked down into the warm stinking mud, never to be seen again.  
 
    “And where are you taking us now?” Ella asked after a few long minutes of silence as they pondered the desolate scene in front of them.  
 
    Marcus pointed. Half a mile off there was a significant outcrop of ruins—piles of broken stone and even part of one upstanding wall, surrounded by a ditch full of scummy water. “We’re going over there,” he said. “In those ruins there’s an entrance to the Underway. That’s where I live. You’ll be safe there, and we can lie low for a few days while the trouble blows over from the robbery at Diremage Xeron’s place. Then I can sell my loot and get my gold, and we can think about a ship to the Kingdom of Doran.”  
 
    She said nothing for a moment, then she asked. “This Underway, is it underground?”  
 
    He looked at her and grinned. “As the name suggests, yes, it’s underground. In the old days—long ago, I don’t know exactly how long—the land that now makes up Kraken Island was part of a much bigger landmass. There was a city here, a grand city, it’s said, and they created a network of underground tunnels to service the city. They had underground walkways, wide streets that carts could ride along, and also a big sewer network. After the Fall, the whole place was abandoned, and no one lived here for a long time. At first, it was a prison colony from Doran, but as the years passed, it became a trading port, and eventually the first docks were built. From there, it became Kraken City.”  
 
    They were approaching the ruins now. The gloomy stones cast long shadows in the early morning light.  
 
    “The underground tunnels are no longer used, of course,” Marcus continued. “They have different ways of dealing with the waste from the city these days, and most of the underground network has been left abandoned.”  
 
    “And people live down there?” Ella asked.  
 
    Marcus nodded. “That’s right. Lots of people. People fall down in life for all kinds of reasons. They get into debt, or drink catches them, or they get addicted to magic potions. Sometimes they are criminals, or exiles, or madmen. The people who live in the Underway don’t generally ask each other what brought them down in the first place—it’s never a happy story. But it’s safer in a group. We look out for each other, and we’ve got a good, defendable part of the tunnels to ourselves.” 
 
    Ella was listening intently.  
 
    “The Underway is vast,” Marcus continued. “It stretches right under the city, and there are ways in and out all around the edge of the island—here, and at the docks, out to the open water, and in the slums, too. Many entrances have been blocked up, and some shafts plunge down into the deeps and are drowned in seawater. Sometimes smugglers use the outer seaward exits to unload cargo. But one has to be careful in the Underway, too. There are… things down there, other things that aren’t people.”  
 
    Ella shivered. “Well, I trust you to keep me safe down there. And the fact that it’s underground is… good.”  
 
    He smiled reassuringly at her. “My gang will keep you safe. Why is it better to be underground?”  
 
    She smiled knowingly at him. “You’ll find out in time. I’ve got something for you that I can only give you underground.”  
 
    Marcus twisted his mouth in a wry smile but didn’t press her. He trusted her to reveal the powers she was going to offer him in her own time.  
 
    They walked into the ruins and over to a tumbledown wall. Half-hidden by a thick stand of thorny bushes that grew up through the cracked flagstones, there was a dark opening.  
 
    Hammer trotted up to it and sniffed, then turned his head to look at Marcus. “Smells like rats down there,” he commented, sounding enthusiastic.  
 
    Marcus grinned at him. “And that’s a good thing?”  
 
    “I’d say so,” Hammer said. “I’d like a rat. Crunchy.”  
 
    With that, the dog hunkered down and squeezed his big body down through the gap. Marcus followed, squatting down and sliding his legs through the narrow opening, then slipping the rest of his body in, his pants scuffing against the dusty stone.  
 
    Ella was small enough that she didn’t have to squeeze. She sniffed the damp air coming up from the Underway. Her bare feet touched the ground, and she bounced up and down gently, her flying magic making her buoyant like a swimmer at the bottom of a pool.  
 
    Marcus looked back at her to see if she was following. She inhaled, then, with a small smile, she took the plunge. 
 
    Below ground, they found themselves in a rocky shaft that sloped steeply downward. The opening widened quickly, becoming high enough for Marcus to stand up with care. A long time ago, someone had carved crude steps into the rock. They were eroded with damp and many footfalls, but it was still easy for them to make their way down into the cool, damp-smelling darkness. 
 
    Hammer trotted ahead confidently. Looking around, Marcus found that he could see quite well in the gloom—better than usual, that was for sure. Normally, he would be stopping to light his candle by now, but he could see fine.  
 
    “That’s odd,” he said, “I can see in the dark down here. I’m sure I didn’t used to be able to.”  
 
    “That’s because you’re the ally of a faerie now,” she said patiently. “I can see well in the dark, and so you can too. My powers pass to you, remember?”  
 
    He looked at her. A thought struck him. “What about the power of flight?” he asked. “Will that pass to me too?”  
 
    She considered him for a moment. “I suppose it’s not impossible, but you’d need a vector. You don’t have wings, do you?”  
 
    He chuckled. “Nope. Not yet, at any rate, but who knows what might happen in the future?”  
 
    “Who knows indeed?” she said smiling.  
 
    They walked in silence through the Underway. Marcus led them with confidence through the changing chambers and passages. The walls of the tunnels were sometimes made of red bricks, sometimes of huge blocks of red sandstone, and sometimes carved from the bedrock itself. Sometimes the tunnels were huge and cavernous, where the least sound echoed back and forth around curved walls. Other times they were small, square, narrow shafts that Marcus had to scramble through on hands and knees.  
 
    In the wider tunnels, smaller passages broke away and led off into shadow on every side—left, right, and below, where wide shafts could be seen dropping straight downward. Every now and then, a tunnel opened above them, climbing upward and letting a faint ray of daylight down to illuminate a bit of brick wall or cracked flagstone floor.  
 
    Sometimes it smelled damp in the tunnels, and here and there Marcus’s feet splashed through puddles of stagnant water, but mostly it was dry and warm down here, with a dusty, earthen smell. 
 
    “We’re going back toward the city,” Marcus explained quietly as they walked. “This section of the Underway curves around under the slum district and toward the docklands. Back that way”—he pointed a finger off to the right—“there are tunnels that open out on the cliffs.” He pointed to the left. “Off that way, the tunnels all lead downward. We don’t go that way; that’s where the ratmen live. We usually get away without having to encounter the ratmen, but they are dangerous if you meet them in the tunnels. My gang lives in a section not far from the docks. There’s only one way in, and we’ve explored it all in detail. No one gets in or out without the Gutter Gang knowing about it.”  
 
    “The Gutter Gang?” Ella asked with a smile.  
 
    “That’s what we call ourselves,” he said grinning. “Not my idea, I have to add.”  
 
    She laughed. “Lead on, then. I’ll be proud to call myself a member of the Gutter Gang.”  
 
    They walked in silence, the tunnels widening and going straight ahead.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a half hour of walking, the group was approaching a sharp corner in the tunnel when suddenly, Marcus stopped.  
 
    “What is it?” Ella asked quietly, but he held up a hand for silence.  
 
    For a long moment, they all stood still, waiting. Hammer’s quiet breathing was the only sound that could be heard. Then, with a creeping sensation of horror, they all became aware of the sound of heavy footsteps moving toward them from the other end of the corridor.  
 
    They did not sound human.  
 
    Flop, flap, flop, came the dreadful sounds, like wet fish smacking against stone. Something big and wet was coming up the corridor, moving slowly and unhurriedly but with a deliberate purposefulness that was disturbing to hear.  
 
    Ella drew a breath to speak, but Marcus gestured frantically to her for silence.  
 
    Something must have alerted whatever was approaching them, however, because the heavy footsteps stopped abruptly. After a period of pregnant silence, a high-pitched snuffling noise could be heard. It echoed in the corridor, ringing off the walls. Whatever it was had begun sniffing for them.  
 
    Then it laughed. A gurgling, watery sound, somewhere between a crow’s caw and a frog’s croaking call. The sound boomed around the corner.  
 
    Hammer growled menacingly, the hackles standing up along the ridge of his spine. He raised his lip, showing a row of big teeth. Marcus reached for his belt and drew both daggers—his iron one and also the new jewel-encrusted one he’d taken from the guard.  
 
    “Get clear of the fight,” he ordered Ella. She obeyed, flying upward and casting her Brief Invisibility spell.  
 
    With Hammer growling at his side, Marcus dropped into a fighter’s crouch, his twin blades at the ready. When the approaching monster showed itself, Marcus’s suspicions were confirmed.  
 
    It was a murgal.  
 
    Murgals lived throughout the Underway, though it was uncommon to meet them so far from the edges of the labyrinth—they preferred to live near the sea-exits, since they were amphibian creatures who sometimes hunted in the water. They lived in packs of ten or twelve, but experienced older murgals would sometimes wander from the pack alone, looking for prey.  
 
    The hideous creature came around the corner in a rush. It was as tall as Marcus, a fish-faced, troll-like monster, with a hunched back, a mouthful of serrated teeth, and small, staring eyes. Its feet were huge and webbed, and each toe was tipped with a gleaming black curved claw like the talons of some monstrous bird of prey.  
 
    In its long, muscular, ape-like arms, the murgal carried the standard weapon of his kind, a stabbing spear as tall as its body. The spear was tipped with twin blades that could impale an enemy at a distance, but it also had three hooked blades that could be used to grab an enemy and pull him in close for the kill. The murgals sported razor-sharp teeth and vice-like jaws, and they liked to impale an enemy on their spears then pull him in close to finish him with a bite to the neck.  
 
    The creature was naked but for a loose loincloth of thick leather that protected its vulnerable reproductive organs. Its skin was rough, in some places pitted with scarring and in other places thick with dangling growths. Webbing stretched around the armpits and between the fingers and toes. Rows of fleshy fins stuck up aggressively around its head and down the ridge of its back.  
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    Marcus knew that his Ultimate Stealth spell would not be able to hide him from the direct gaze of the creature, but the spell would almost certainly confuse it, giving him an advantage in the coming fight. Any advantage was to be welcomed. A glance showed him that this was an experienced fighter. Scars marked its face and its body where enemies had landed successful blows during past combats. This murgal would have killed before now. It would have fought men like him, and won.  
 
    He cast his Ultimate Stealth spell, feeling the warm rush of magic flow over him and through him at the successful casting. 
 
    The murgal glared at him, obviously confused at what he was seeing. Marcus took advantage of the opportunity and dived in, slashing left and right at the monster, and leaving long gashes on its forearms. The murgal tried to strike Marcus with the hooking spear but couldn’t get a clear fix on where he stood. The spear whistled ineffectively through the air a foot to Marcus’s left.  
 
    Hammer scooted in low down, growling and barking fiercely and moving very fast for a dog of his size. He clamped the murgal’s left ankle in his strong jaws and bit down hard.  
 
    The murgal howled in sudden pain at the bite, trying to leap backward and get away from the snarling dog, but Hammer held on, chewing at the murgal’s ankle until the monster was hopping about, frantic with the pain.  
 
    “Watch out!” Marcus yelled at Hammer as the murgal changed tactic, raising up its spear and preparing to bring the sharpened point at the base of the spear down on Hammer. But at that moment, Ella suddenly appeared behind the murgal. She flew fast, hovering like a gnat by the monster’s head. In her hand there was a rock.  
 
    With surprising strength, she smashed the rock down into the flapping gills toward the back of the murgal’s jaw. The monster’s strike at Hammer went wild, and the dog leaped backward, barking wildly at the murgal.  
 
    It was off-balance because of its injured foot, so it flapped its spear and snapped its jaws at Ella as she whizzed around its head, pelting it in the face with small stones.  
 
    “Brughwal!” the murgal said in a bubbling voice. A shimmering, curved field of light appeared in front of its face, and the handful of rocks Ella had flung at it rattled off. A ward! This murgal was using a ward spell, and it had spoken the spell’s name in the murgal language to cast it! 
 
    It was not unheard of, but it was certainly rare.  
 
    The monster laughed, an unpleasant sound like water gurgling down a drain. Ella backed off, but the murgal was quick. Ella had one last stone in her hand.  
 
    “Charm and Disarm!” Marcus cried, casting the ward disruption spell he had used in Xeron’s house to defeat the locks and wards on the windows. He’d never used it against a ward spell in a battle situation, but it was worth a try.  
 
    To his great satisfaction, it worked. The murgal’s ward vanished, and Ella flung her last stone right in its face, hitting it in the eye. The monster batted at its face and swung the spear wildly, but Ella flew back fast through the air and out of the way.  
 
    The monster snapped after Ella with its jaws, and Marcus leaped in while the murgal was distracted by Ella. 
 
    He felt his Ultimate Stealth spell wearing off as he closed with the murgal. At that moment, the monster must have seen him clearly for the first time, because it roared out in rage and turned its full attention on him.  
 
    Too late. Marcus was in under the monster’s guard, and its flailing spear was useless against him at that range. The murgal snapped its jaws at him, but he dodged swiftly to the side, and the razor teeth just snapped the empty air.  
 
    Then, Marcus’s two knives were in the creature’s twin hearts, smacking in and out of its chest cavity with quick, sharp blows. Blood poured from the wounds, and Marcus leaped back in disgust as it splashed over his hands and onto his boots.  
 
    The murgal toppled over and landed on the ground with a flat, wet thud.  
 
    All was quiet in the tunnel suddenly, and Marcus’s breathing sounded loud in his own ears. That last snap the murgal had made at his face had been a bit too close for comfort. He straightened his back, looking down on the corpse of his fallen enemy.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Charm and Disarm Level 4 
 
    Level increase: 4% 
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    Spell: Ultimate Stealth Level 1 
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    “Those are big level increases!” Marcus said. It made sense. Using spells in battle increased the potency of a spell, pushing it faster toward the next level. 
 
    “That was a good use of your ward breaking spell,” Ella said. She seemed a little shaken, but she was smiling as she flew down to hover by his shoulder.  
 
    Marcus nodded. “Odd to find a murgal this far into the Underway, though,” he said. “I don’t like it.”  
 
    He crouched by the corpse, looking for the monster’s belt-pouch. When he found it, he slit it open and let its contents tumble out onto the floor.  
 
    “Not much,” he said, shuffling through it with the tip of his dagger. “A couple of bits of silver, some bone counters, and… what’s this? Dried fish! A couple of days old, too!”  
 
    He had uncovered a package of fish that had been dried out and then wrapped in crude twine. The rations were damp, and one portion had been half-eaten.  
 
    “What does that mean?” Ella asked. Her voice was steadier now, and she just sounded curious.  
 
    “Well,” Marcus replied slowly, “it means that this murgal was out here on a planned expedition. The murgals are stupid, but they do have some magic, as we saw. They also have language and the ability to plan ahead and think. They eat fresh fish most of the time, but they dry fish rations out when they’re planning to take a trip away from their lairs by the sea.”  
 
    “And…?” Ella prompted.  
 
    “And,” Marcus went on, “if this murgal came out this way with a couple days’ rations in his pouch, that means he was here for a reason, not just wandering. He’d planned to be away for a few days.”  
 
    Marcus stood. “I think he was scouting. Probably looking for the Gutter Gang’s base. There’s nothing else to find in this part of the Underway except the Gang. In fact, considering the direction he came from, he’s probably already scouted out the entrance to our area and was on his way back when he encountered us. Just as well we finished him off. If he was a scout, that means someone—the murgals or some ally of theirs—is looking for the Gutter Gang. That doesn’t bode well for any of us. Come on. Let’s get rid of this body and get back home.” 
 
    Marcus hauled the body down the tunnel a little way until they came to a point where a steeply sloping shaft dropped down from one side of the tunnel. Marcus shoved the murgal’s corpse in and gave it a push with his boot, and the monster slid off into the darkness. After a long ten seconds, there was a far-off splash.  
 
    “We’ve seen the last of him,” Marcus said grimly. “Come on, let’s get back to base. 
 
    Soon after, they came to a place where a wide, echoing brick tunnel divided into four smaller passages, each going in a different direction. 
 
    “This is our way,” Marcus said, pointing at the rightmost exit.  
 
    They headed in, Hammer dropping back to walk at Marcus’s heel. He seemed content with his lot, sniffing the walls here and there as he went, and stopping to raise his leg to mark the corners. Once, he nearly caught a rat, but it was too quick for his snapping jaws.  
 
    “Happy, Hammer?” Marcus asked. The dog looked up at him, lolling his tongue out as if he was laughing.  
 
    “Best fight I’ve had in a long time,” he said.  
 
    Marcus grinned and scratched Hammer’s ears. 
 
    They had not gone far up the tunnel when suddenly a bright light was shining out of the darkness onto their faces. Ella flew forward and landed on Marcus’s shoulder.  
 
    “Who goes there?” called a harsh voice. A suspicious face peered over the edge of a rough barricade made of wooden planks that spanned the tunnel.  
 
    “Jonno! It’s me. It’s Marcus!”  
 
    The face withdrew, and there was a grinding noise as two planks were rolled back.  
 
    “Hello, friend,” said the guard cheerily. He was a squat, ugly man with a scarred face and a shaved head. His left eye, or where it used to be, was covered by a black leather patch. He held a short recurve bow in one hand. In the other, he carried a burning torch, but he jammed it into a sconce as Marcus came through the barricade.  
 
    The guard’s eyes widened when he saw Ella. “What’s this?” he asked hoarsely.  
 
    “Oh, just a friend I made while I was out,” said Marcus nonchalantly, obviously enjoying his friend’s surprise. “Jonno, this is Ella. Ella, this is Jonno One-Eye of the Gutter Gang, my good friend.”  
 
    “Pleased… uh… pleased to meet you,” stammered Jonno, his single eye as wide as a dinner plate.  
 
    Ella gave a little bow from her perch on Marcus’s shoulder. “Pleased to meet you, too,” she said smoothly. Marcus chuckled and turned to leave.  
 
    “Old Jay will want to see you,” called Jonno after them. “He’ll want to meet your friend.”  
 
    “I’ll want to see him as well when I get the chance. We fought a murgal out on the approach.”  
 
    “A murgal?” Jonno said. “So far from their home?”  
 
    “Exactly,” Marcus said with a nod. “And so close to ours. It was well-supplied, too, with rations for several days.”  
 
    “A scout for a larger force?”  
 
    “A scout, at least. Let the others know, and tell Old Jay that I’m back when you get a chance, will you?” Marcus called. “I’m going to get Ella settled in first.”  
 
    “I’ll let him know once my watch is done,” Jonno replied.  
 
    Ella looked around as they made their way up the tunnel. At the end of the corridor, the tunnel led to a wide square chamber. The chamber was brightly lit by torches in wall sconces and tallow candles burning on long trestle tables that lined the walls. Thirty or forty people sat on tables or on the floor, working on various things, or just talking together quietly. There were men and women of all ages there, and children too, even a couple of babies. Everyone looked careworn and poor. Their clothing was ragged, and their faces were hollow, and all eyes were turned on the newcomers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Marcus took Ella and Hammer through the main hall and down another winding corridor. Doors led off either side. Most were closed, but one opened as they passed, and Ella turned to peek inside and Marcus decided to give her the chance to have a look. There were rows of bunks three high, with figures sleeping in most of them. The space was lit by a tallow lamp on a low table.  
 
    “This is where most of the gang sleep,” Marcus explained as they made their way through the corridor, “but I’ve got my own place down at the end of the corridor. I like my privacy.”  
 
    At the end of the corridor, they turned and made their way up a twisting flight of steps to a landing at the top. They were in a tall, square room with four walls, but there was no sign of any exit other than the door they’d just come in.  
 
    “Look up,” Marcus said with a smile, pointing up at a narrow opening fifteen feet up on the wall to the right of the corridor.  
 
    Ella looked up. “Is that…?” she began.  
 
    “That’s my room,” he finished.  
 
    Hammer found a corner by the door, turned around a few times, and then lay down heavily. “This’ll do me,” he yawned, and went immediately to sleep. 
 
    Ella looked up, then looked at Marcus inquiringly.  
 
    “What?” asked Marcus.  
 
    “I don’t see a ladder,” she said. “I thought you couldn’t fly?”  
 
    Marcus chuckled. “I can’t,” he replied, “but I’m good with a rope.”  
 
    From a shadowed corner, Marcus took a long coil of rope. He squinted up at the opening, then swung a loop of the rope around his head and launched it up at the opening. It caught on a big iron hook beside the opening, and Marcus immediately swarmed up the rope as skillfully as a sailor. Ella seemed impressed.  
 
    “You’re good at climbing,” she commented as she floated up to join him.  
 
    “Comes with the training at the thieves guild,” he replied with a small shrug. 
 
    “You trained there?” she asked.  
 
    Up in the recess, it was pitch dark. Marcus moved around the little space, finding a lamp and striking a spark to its wick, filling the room with pale light.  
 
    As he worked, he quietly explained to Ella about his start in life. He told her of the thieves guild, and how he had ended up being exiled from the guild and returned to the Underway. It was an easy progression to begin talking about his ambitions to leave the Underway, escape the bounty, and make a new life for himself over the sea. 
 
    Marcus could see that Ella was looking around the little room as he talked. She was perched on the edge of his small table. Having the faerie in his room made him see it with new eyes. It was a humble space, he thought. Humble, but cozy. He kept it scrupulously clean, and there were cushions, pillows, and blankets all stacked in a corner on a wooden bed frame. He had a cupboard in another corner, closed up tight, and a little iron stove near the bed. A rug stretched over the floor. 
 
    As he spoke, Marcus unpacked his loot from the robbery, counting out his packages on the bed. He was talking about how he would find a ship and go to Doran, and how she could come with him, when she interrupted him.  
 
    “You don’t sound very happy about the idea of leaving,” she said bluntly.  
 
    Marcus looked up at her quickly and frowned. “I… I suppose I’m not, not really. Kraken City has always been my home, and my friends are here, the gang. I’m not keen to be leaving the place I’ve always known, but I can’t stay here anymore. I’d hoped for a career in the thieves guild, but that’s not going to happen now.”  
 
    “What if there was another way,” she said, “something else you could do here that meant you didn’t have to leave? A way you could raise up your friends in the Gutter Gang and build a new career here in Kraken City?”  
 
    Marcus looked warily at her. She sat on the chest where he kept his clothes, near the entrance, swinging her bare feet against the wood.  
 
    He shook his head and moved over to start the fire in the stove. “If I could, I guess I would,” he said as he crouched in front of the stove and began to pack it with kindling. He raised the flint and started to strike sparks in. “There’s not much chance of that happening though, is there?”  
 
    He wasn’t looking at her. A spark caught, and he began to blow on it. Ella hopped from the chest and walked over to him. She reached up and placed a hand on his arm.  
 
    “There could be,” she said.  
 
    “What do you mean?” he said, leaning back from the crackling flames and closing the stove door over. “How could there be…?”  
 
    The power flowed from Ella to Marcus in one massive wave. His breath caught in his chest as heat coursed through his body, and he sat down heavily on the rug. Bright light, white, green, and gold flashed through the air between them.  
 
    In his mind, Marcus saw a rapid succession of wild visions: huge lizard monsters lumbered through a rank jungle, tall knights fought each other on a wind-swept plain. Rain fell on a burning city, a grim-faced king stood looking at a giant map of a continent. Blades met in battle, and stacks of gold coins gleamed in the candlelight. A fleet of ships coursed through a heavy sea, their sails billowing, their crews crawling over their rigging like ants as they worked to make the most of the wind.  
 
    Marcus came up like a swimmer gasping for air. The little faerie stood in front of him, her hands on her hips, a cheeky smile on her face.  
 
    “Wha… What was that?” Marcus asked once he’d managed to catch his breath.  
 
    “I told you I had another gift for you,” she replied. “And now I have given it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand? What’s this gift?”  
 
    “It’s the power of the grove faerie. The power to create evolution chambers. The power to level up those around you by your very presence.”  
 
    “Woah, woah, hold on a minute!” Marcus said, sitting up again. “Evolution chambers?”  
 
    She nodded. “Have you heard the ancient legends of the living dungeons?”  
 
    Marcus thought for a moment. Her words brought up an old memory, of stories from long ago, told in hushed whispers in dockland taverns by old sailors who had spent their lives at sea. 
 
     “Yes,” he said slowly, “actually I have. That’s where people used to go to kill monsters and find loot—they could earn renown and riches by killing monsters in underground chambers… wait a minute… underground? You said that being underground was good—are you telling me that these evolution chambers are dungeons?”  
 
    Ella smiled. “You’re quick. That’s exactly what I’m telling you. I’m able to grant you the power to create evolution dungeons here, in this underground space you call the Underway. It has to be underground, there’s no way around that, but we’ve got a perfect place for it here.” 
 
    “But how does this work? How can you just give me this awesome power?” 
 
    “Each kind of faerie,” she explained, “has special native powers. There are all different kinds of faeries out there—shadow faeries, elemental faeries, luck faeries, and many others, but I’m a grove faerie, one of the rarest fae kinds there are.”  
 
    “A grove faerie… and how does that link in with this evolution power?”  
 
    “Well, each faerie acts as a vector for the power. They don’t wield the power themselves, but when they create an alliance with a mortal, the mortal ally gets access to the power so long as they stay with the faerie. In this way, the faerie gets to fulfil her true nature, and the ally gets the benefit of the true power.”  
 
    “And we’re allies now, is that what you’re saying?”  
 
    “We’ve been allies since the moment you freed me from that cage, Marcus, from the moment that my blood touched your skin. Did you not know? That’s the meaning of the blood-oath.”  
 
    Excitement filled Marcus. “Wow, no, I didn’t realize. I knew that the faeries had something special about the blood-oath, but I had no idea it was so powerful. We use the blood-oath here in Kraken City, too, you know, but it’s just symbolic. There’s no actual binding or transfer of power involved.”  
 
    “Well, for the faerie peoples it’s very special. It creates a magical, two-way bond between you and me. Now, I have given you the power to create evolution dungeons, and to use them to create new and unimagined monsters in their depths. And from you, I will get new powers too, based on your abilities. You’ve already seen that I’ve gotten a new invisibility power since we have been joined.”  
 
    “Can you make evolution dungeons?” Marcus asked.  
 
    Ella shook her head. “That’s not how it works. I can give the power, but I can’t use it for myself.”  
 
    “Right,” Marcus said thoughtfully. “But you said this is a reason not to leave Kraken City? How is that true?”  
 
    She shrugged. “It’s something new for you to do here, isn’t it? A dungeon can make a lot of money, because you can bring adventurers to run it and take a cut of the gold that they get during their runs. You can become like the dungeon’s guide, and it’s up to you where and when the dungeon is activated. You can even hide within your own dungeon if you need to, and if you do that, no one will ever be able to get at you because you’re the dungeon master, and you’re the only one who can control the opening and closing of the entrances.”  
 
    “I could carve a new path for myself here, in Kraken City’s Underway,” Marcus mused. “It could be a whole new life for me, and it could benefit my friends in the Underway as well…”  
 
    “That’s right,” Ella agreed enthusiastically. “You can distribute the wealth you gain, and use it to build up the Gutter Gang. Maybe you can even move them out of the Underway at some point.”  
 
    “All right!” Marcus said decisively. “I’ve made up my mind. We’ll do it, at least for a little while. I won’t be Marcus the Exile anymore—I’ll be the…” 
 
    “The master?” Ella suggested.  
 
    “The master,” Marcus said, grinning. “The Master of Dungeons. And, hey, if it doesn’t work, we can always just take our powers elsewhere, can’t we?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “But I think this is a great place for it. Over in the Kingdom of Doran, people are less accepting of dungeons and grove faeries. The dungeons tend to cause disruption, attracting teams of adventurers and causing low-born people—especially ones good at killing—to become very rich very quickly. For that reason, grove faeries like me are prohibited in the Kingdom of Doran. If we went there and started a dungeon, we could be asking for trouble, but from what you’ve said about Kraken City, I don’t think we’ll get much interference, at least at the beginning.”  
 
    “Or at least,” Marcus suggested, “until it’s too big to be stopped!”  
 
    He stood up in the cramped little room and grinned excitedly at Ella. She grinned back at him, her bright teeth shining in the firelight.  
 
    “Let’s go down and create your first dungeon,” she suggested. 
 
    “What, right here? Right now?”  
 
    “Why not? This is the ideal spot for it. We’ll create it in the entranceway, just where we came in.” She gestured down, through the entrance to his little room and down toward the square entranceway where Hammer the dog was resting. 
 
    “All right, let’s do it!” Marcus said. He swung out on the rope and clambered down to the main entranceway, and Ella floated down next to him. Hammer sat up and watched them with interest.  
 
    “So, how do we do this?” Marcus said. 
 
    “Ok, so, you’re going to create an entrance to the dungeon right here,” she said, pointing to one blank wall.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Marcus said. “Shouldn’t we create it somewhere else? Somewhere closer to the surface? It’s no good if we have to bring adventurers all the way down here before they can run the dungeon…”  
 
    “No, no,” Ella said, “you can move them. Once they’re up and running, you can pick them up and carry them about, and you can set them down in new places, creating new entrances wherever you want, so long as it’s underground. For now, it’s good that it’s all the way back here. It will take a little while for the dungeon to evolve at first, and it’s better if the entrance is somewhere out of the way.”  
 
    “I get it,” Marcus said, nodding. “So what do we do next?”  
 
    “Just like casting any other spell,” Ella replied. “Look at your spells, you’ll find you have a new one.”  
 
    Marcus let his breath out and turned his attention inward. He was taught the skill of viewing his own spells at the thieves guild, but it was tricky, and he’d never mastered it. Marcus took a quick breath and dropped into the required meditative state. He looked through his library of spells. Sure enough, here were his familiar old favorites, and they had been joined by something new. 
 
      
 
    Crucible Initiation 
 
      
 
    “Woah, is that it?” Marcus said. “Crucible initiation?” 
 
    “That’s it,” Ella replied. “Give it a go.”  
 
    Marcus took a deep breath and turned his attention to the blank wall in front of him. He dug deep, drawing on his magical abilities and channeling them through the courses of the new spell. Then, he spoke the words. 
 
    “Crucible Initiation,” he said, and the wall in front of him began to shift. It cracked, a rectangular shape beginning at the top and working its way down until there was the outline of a door. Light shone through the cracks as they appeared until, after a few moments had passed, a whole doorway was outlined in the stone.  
 
    Marcus stepped forward and pushed at the stone. It swung inward, revealing a bare, gray room. It was a perfect cube, with blank gray walls, floor, and ceiling. Marcus stepped in, followed by Hammer and Ella. Hammer raised his leg against the doorway, but Marcus shooed him off.  
 
    “Not in here, buddy,” he warned.  
 
    “Sorry,” said the dog. “Force of habit.”  
 
    The three of them explored the empty space together. Ella seemed very pleased, and Hammer sniffed suspiciously in the corners as if he expected something edible to be hiding there. Marcus gazed around the little space, feeling a bit disappointed.  
 
    “Is it… you know… is it meant to be so empty?” he said after a moment.  
 
    Ella laughed her light, sparking laugh. “Oh, yes, of course,” she said merrily. “This is just the start. The dungeon is a crucible, a place where new things can happen. You need to put something in the dungeon first, then you close the doors and leave it for a while. When you come back, something new will have happened.”  
 
    “Right…” Marcus said doubtfully. “And what do you suggest I put in first?”  
 
    The faerie flew down until she was at a level with his face. “Why, me, of course!” 
 
    “Wait… you?” Marcus said in astonishment. “Let me get this straight… you want me to leave you in the dungeon, close the door, and come back in a while to see what’s happened?”  
 
    “That’s right,” she said smiling. “You see, a dungeon consists of several chambers, but the first chamber—the entrance chamber—is never a combat zone. It sets the tone for the rest of the dungeon, so the elements you place in the entrance chamber are very important for the long-term progression of your dungeon. Most dungeons don’t get to have a faerie as their initial element, but since I’ve granted you the power of dungeon creation, it’s only right that you should use me to set the scene of your initial chamber.”  
 
    She was talking as if this were all the most obvious stuff in the world. It didn’t seem particularly obvious to Marcus, but he decided he would go with it. He looked around the little space, then back at the faerie. “All right, I’ll go with your advice here. How long do you want me to leave you?”  
 
    “Oh, a day should be plenty,” Ella replied. “Give me a day to rest up, then return to me. I promise you’ll like what you see.”  
 
    Marcus shrugged and smiled. “Whatever you say,” he said. “Come on, Hammer, let’s leave Ella to it.”  
 
    The faerie settled to the ground in the middle of the room and sat, folding her wings behind her back and closing her eyes. Marcus and Hammer stepped out of the room, and Marcus turned back to the door. He held up a hand, looking at his spells again.  
 
      
 
    Spell available: Begin Gestation Phase 
 
      
 
    Marcus enacted the spell. The door seemed to warp a little, then settle again. There was a bubbling noise like a stew simmering.  
 
      
 
    Spell available: Conceal Crucible 
 
      
 
    “That’ll do it,” he said, and sure enough as soon as he spoke the spell, the door vanished, becoming a blank expanse of gray wall again.  
 
      
 
    Crucible: Gestation phase initiated. 
 
    Spell Available: Reopen Crucible 
 
      
 
    “That’s for when I get back,” he said, feeling pleased with his new dungeon interaction spells. “Come on, Hammer, we’ll rest up for a bit then see about going to the docks to get some rumors.”  
 
    The dog looked doubtfully up at the rope that led to Marcus’s little room. “I can’t climb that,” he said.  
 
    “You could cling to my back while I climb?” Marcus suggested. 
 
    The dog agreed, but doubtfully. It was awkward, but in the end, it worked well enough. The big dog clung to Marcus’s back and breathed wetly in his ear as Marcus hauled both of them fifteen feet up the rope to the little room.  
 
    Hammer jumped off his back and landed in the room, then shook himself and explored the little space while Marcus drew up the rope.  
 
    “No pissing up here,” Marcus warned the dog sternly. “I’ll push you off the edge if you do.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” the dog said. “Any food?”  
 
    Marcus chuckled and rummaged in the little cupboard, pulling out some strips of dried meat. He tossed one to Hammer, who wolfed it down and settled himself in a spot by the stove and went to sleep.  
 
    Once he’d eaten a little himself, and drank some red wine from a skin, Marcus settled down on his bed and closed his eyes. It had been a long, weird night, but it had come out all right in the end. He had got the loot he’d been after, and an impressive haul of magic powder sat in his knapsack by the bed. There was enough powder there to get him a small fortune in gold.  
 
    He would be able to buy passage on a ship and set up a new life if he wanted to, as he had planned. Sure, Ella said that he would be able to become a powerful dungeon master here in Kraken City, but he had not seen any proof of that beyond the creation of the bare room where the faerie was now sleeping. Marcus was not a man to put all his eggs in one basket. No, he would go to the docks after he’d slept and trade some of his powders with his black-market contact. If there was some awesome development at the dungeon when he came back, well, he’d deal with that then. Until that happened, he wanted to keep his options open.  
 
    Marcus slept for longer than he’d intended, and when he woke, the fire had burned out to ashes. The dog slept on, laying on the rug, but he blinked, stood up, and stretched when Marcus got out of bed.  
 
    “Ready to go for a tramp, buddy?” Marcus asked.  
 
    He shared out some more dried meat and ate some for himself too. Then Marcus packed a few things for the journey: a skin of fresh water, some candles, flint and tinder, some dried meat strips to chew on the way, and half of his magic powders. He didn’t want to take his whole stash of powders to his contact today. The man would probably not have enough money on hand to pay him, for one thing. Also, it made sense to keep some back because the docks were a rough and dangerous place. Robbery was not uncommon, and if he came off the wrong end of a fight, Marcus didn’t want to lose everything he’d gained from his daring robbery.  
 
    They made their way down the rope again, the same way as they’d come up the night before. Hammer jumped off Marcus’s back, shook, and then glared at him. “I don’t think I like that way of getting up and down,” he said, “but it’s worth it to be able to sleep in front of the fire.”  
 
    Marcus smiled and reached over to scratch the dog’s ears. “Come on, buddy,” he said. “We’ve got a long march ahead of us.”  
 
    He checked out the dungeon doorway before he set off. There was no sign of any door, but he felt his magic was available to open the doorway if he desired. Nodding thoughtfully to himself and wondering what would be revealed when he opened the door, he turned and headed off, Hammer at his heels.  
 
    They walked through the Gutter Rats’ encampment and saw Jonno again. This time, he was sitting eating at one of the trestle tables.  
 
    “Did you see Old Jay for me?” Marcus asked him.  
 
    “Oh, sure,” said Jonno. “He said come see him when you get the chance.”  
 
    “I’ll see him once I’m back. I’m going down the docks for the day, see a few people.”  
 
    “Ah, good luck down there, and watch your back,” said Jonno, winking his single eye at Marcus then returning to his meal.  
 
    Marcus and Hammer headed out into the tunnels. The Underway was cool and silent, and dark despite the few beams of faint light that found their way in through shafts and passages. Marcus was pleased to find that his newly acquired talent for seeing in the dark had not left him. As before, he found that there was no need to light a candle, and he made his way confidently through the winding tunnels and echoing chambers of the deserted Underway.  
 
    He led them to a place he knew well, a way up into the slum district that let them out in a cobbled courtyard behind a greasy tavern. As Marcus and Hammer scrambled up into the bright light of day, Marcus blinked, glanced up at the sun, and looked around. It was mid-morning. He must have slept the rest of yesterday through, and the night as well.  
 
    Must’ve been tired, he thought. It made sense. Learning new magic and rescuing faeries was tiring work, it turned out!  
 
    Marcus was acutely aware of the bounty, as he always was when out walking in the city. He flipped his cloak’s deep hood on to cover his face in shadow. Then he squeezed out between the side of the tavern wall and the building next to it. He emerged into the busy street of the slum.  
 
    Men lounged on the steps of the houses, enjoying the sun, while others hawked wares to passersby. This was the more respectable part of the slum district—it was nearer the docks, and the people here were a bit better off because of that. There were some inns here, and some people who had access to a boat of their own. These families—poor fisher folk, for the most part, and some of the less fortunate smugglers—lived in the ruinous, tightly packed buildings within easy walking distance of the docklands.  
 
    Nobody spoke to Marcus—the hood covering his face saw to that. You got all kinds here in the slums, he knew, and a mysterious-looking figure like him drew little attention. Most folks knew that it was better not to see a man who didn’t want to be seen.  
 
    Still, Marcus made his way quickly along the grimy, narrow streets. Hammer kept close behind him. Once they were on the docks themselves, the crowd would hide them.  
 
    Twenty minutes of swift walking brought him out onto the massive promenade above the upper dock. He pushed his hood back and looked out over the heads of the crowd, breathing deeply and taking it all in.  
 
    It was a marvelous sight.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The docklands stretched out ahead.  
 
    The crowd swirled around Marcus, flooding from the cheap inns all over the slum district and through the narrow streets out onto the wide promenade. The space was huge, flat, and flagged with white stones. The wide curve of the bay was filled with ships packed as close as traders at a market stall.  
 
    A forest of black masts rose skyward from the countless massive trading ships that were tied up at the King’s Dock, the biggest dock in the docklands. The King’s Dock was side-by-side with the Queen’s Dock, which was only slightly smaller. On both sides of these two massive stone edifices, smaller wooden wharves and berths stretched out for miles. The effect was like the ragged hem of a cloak, extending all along the coast on either side of the massive central docks.  
 
    This was where worlds met. The iodine snap of the sea smell mixed with the smell of spices from the Isles of the Sun, of exotic roast meats brought overseas by orkish trading longboats from the Gronwold miles to the west, and of fresh frying fish on countless braziers up and down the docks. The smells went to Marcus’s head like wine, and he grinned, all his cares slipping away from him as if they had never been. Hammer sat next to him, taking in the air and scratching at a newly acquired docklands flea.  
 
    To hell with the bounty! It had been months. The chances were that the bounty request had been forgotten anyway. Few people kept up with bounty requests, and after a few months, it lost most of its value. Any self-respecting bounty hunter would do better to look for fresher prizes. A bounty on Marcus’s head would be subject to a big decrease in value because it had been so long since it was set. Suddenly, he made the decision—he would not live in fear, and nor would he slink away from Kraken City as if he were ashamed of himself.  
 
    No, if it were possible at all, he would stay. The sudden resolution caught him off guard, but he realized it was true. This smell, this crowd, the forest of masts, and the babble of the traders along the wharfs—this was home. If he could keep it, he would.  
 
    Smiling, Marcus stepped down onto the wide promenade. Hammer started at the sudden movement, but then stood, shook his coat out, and followed. They joined the milling crowd. There were people of all sorts here. He passed tall elves from the southlands of Myresh, dwarves from the mountains in the far north of Doran, and orkish folk, richly clad in furs with the sun gleaming on their dark green skins. There were men and women from Doran here, too, tall, beautiful red-haired women, and weather-beaten men in chainmail and boiled leather. 
 
    Kraken City natives—slum-dwellers, people from Merchants’ Town, nobles—all mingled on the docklands, unlike anywhere else in the city. Here on the docks, everyone walked the same promenade, side-by-side.  
 
    Marcus looked at all the people with interest. The high nobles lived in the Tower District of Kraken City, in the soaring metropolis of tall glass and steel towers that occupied the highest slopes of the city. None of the high nobles themselves would ever come down as far to the lower levels of the city, but their servants were out in force on the docks today, marching purposefully from place to place with trailing groups of scribes and bodyguards in tow.  
 
    The servants of the high nobles were men, for the most part, though here and there a richly dressed lady servant could be seen viewing goods or bartering with a ship’s captain. The noble’s servants were all dressed in the finest green and purple linens, and they wore sandals with jeweled straps and rings of gold and silver on fat fingers.  
 
    And there were sailors everywhere.  
 
    Marcus liked the sailors, and deliberately took himself down to the edge of the wharf so that he could be closer to them and further from the noble servants and the traders. Nearer the water, gangs of men loaded and unloaded an endless stream of casks and chests and bales of cloth and the countless other trade goods that flooded through Kraken City’s docks every day. 
 
    Trade was the lifeblood of Kraken City, and right here on the edge of the wharf was its beating heart.  
 
    Marcus took his time, strolling along and taking it all in. After a while, his mind came back to the task in hand. There was a particular inn—the Ragged Sail—where a man whose face was known could get a fair price for just about anything, no questions asked.  
 
    Glancing around, he found that he still had some way to go, so he upped his pace. He passed the end of the King’s Dock and the Queen’s Dock, and then began to pass the smaller wharves that served the less respectable—and less wealthy—seafarers. There was Fisher’s Dock, Crabber’s Dock, Shepherd’s Dock, Tanner’s Dock, and countless others. Some were significant in size and reached out into the water on great wooden pilings. Others were small, only little wooden moorings that you would hardly notice if you didn’t know your way about.  
 
    The Flea Dock, the Shrimp Dock, the Rag Dock, and the Bonemeal Dock were all tiny and named more in mockery of the folk who moored there than because of any product they specialized in. Some were so small that they only tied up one or two boats, and these bore the names of the men or the families who had built them and who tied their boats there.  
 
    Down at this end of the docklands, the promenade was smaller and the ground rougher, and there were no more nobles to be seen. Shifty figures huddled in shadowed doorways despite the bright sun of the day. Beggars roamed freely on the docks, and hulking mercenary guardsmen were very much in evidence.  
 
    Here, the docklands were backed by a long line of the worst kind of inn you could think of. The beer was bad, the food was worse, and the clientele were the worst of all. Marcus smiled to himself at that, and cast his hood back up.  
 
    He did not go unnoticed. Greedy eyes tracked him on all sides as he made his way through the rough crowd to the door of the Ragged Sail tavern. That didn’t bother him. He was used to it. He had his iron dagger on his belt, and the jeweled blade that he’d stolen from Xeron’s guard in a holder inside his boot. That was all he needed for protection.  
 
    Hammer was a big dog, too, and that would certainly deter the more opportunistic thieves. He showed his teeth to one mad-looking woman who got too close, and she made the sign of the evil eye at Marcus and scurried off.  
 
    “This way, boy,” Marcus said to Hammer. He led the way up a narrow lane and around to the inn yard. Here, he shouldered open a back door and plunged into the smoky, poorly lit interior.  
 
    Inside, the Ragged Sail was one of the better taverns at the bad end of town. A big ork with an unsheathed blade across his knees sat near the door. He glanced up when Marcus came in. They recognized each other at once, and the ork nodded him in and went back to picking at his nails with his belt-knife.  
 
    Most of the inns did not bother with any but the cheapest, most ineffective, most drunken bouncers on their doors, but the Ragged Sail was an exception. Here, a better class of scoundrel could be found, and the bouncer on the door was paid well to make sure that nobody who was not known got through the doors.  
 
    Salla looked up from behind the bar. “Ah, Marcus, my old buddy, where’ve you been?” he cried heartily. “We’ve not seen you in here for long enough. How do you do?”  
 
    Without being asked, Salla reached below the bar and grabbed a battered pewter tankard, then filled it from a barrel behind the bar and set it down in front of Marcus. Marcus lifted the tankard, sniffed, and took a swallow. It was nowhere near as bad as one would expect in the seafront taverns. Quite good, actually.  
 
    The other patrons didn’t look up from their drinks, their games of dice, and their hushed conversations. The docklands were a haven for all kinds of criminals and lowlifes, but there was also a more elite kind of criminal to be found here. Smugglers in high-value goods, men whose trade was in information, knowing who would be where and when, and men whose job it was to kill for money—all these men could be found at the Ragged Sail. Or, if they were not actually in the bar when you wanted them, old Salla could find them for you.  
 
    Marcus smiled. The Ragged Sail was less of a seafront tavern and more of a high-end club for the criminal upper-class. He had gained entry here years ago, as a young lad, running errands for a well-known dealer in pirated ambers. Salla knew him and trusted him, as far as it was wise for a man in his position to trust anyone.  
 
    “You’ve been doing well, Salla,” Marcus said, eyeing the gold nugget ring on the big man’s finger. Gold was imported from the Dwarven Realms, and was expensive at the best of times. Marcus was sure that Salla had not been wearing that the last time he’d been in the Sail.  
 
    Salla looked at the ring and then gave Marcus a knowing grin. “Yeah, we’ve been doing a steady trade in the old Ragged Sail,” he said slyly. “Good beer, good customers, you know how it goes.”  
 
    Marcus chuckled and glanced around the half-empty bar. Salla’s wealth was not coming from selling beer, that was for sure. “Good customers, I’d guess, more than good beer,” he hazarded.  
 
    “Folks have been good recently, I have to say,” Salla agreed easily, then leaned forward, a glint in his eye. “Been some trouble recently, though,” he went on. “We had a gang of mercenaries down this end of the docks just last night. The Bloody Hand, no less!”  
 
    The Bloody Hand. Marcus paused. The same mercenary band that had been guarding Diremage Xeron’s house the other night. 
 
    “Well, what did they want?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Looking for stolen goods, they said,” Salla replied, with an injured tone. “On behalf of one of the Diremages up in the Merchants’ Town, so the rumor goes.”  
 
    Marcus raised his eyebrows and took a sip of his beer. “Diremages, eh?” he said. “That’s a powerful person to go robbing. Any idea who was trying that?”  
 
    Salla waved a hand dismissively. “Ah, the thieves guild, who else?” he said. “Balls of steel, that lot, and no one can touch them because they’ve got the favor of the Lord Commissioner up in the High District. Someone will have hired them to get in about the Diremage’s supplies.”  
 
    “Well, and what is it to you? The mercenaries cause you that much trouble?”  
 
    “No, no, they know not to mess with Salla. They just had to show their faces.”  
 
    “So, what’s bothering you so much about it?” Marcus took another swig of his beer, and Salla glared at him.  
 
    “Well, it’s this,” he said leaning over the counter to speak quietly into Marcus’s ear. “Those damned thieves guild scum haven’t come near here with any of it! You know I’m the only fence worth coming to in Kraken City—you want to move goods discreetly, you come to Salla, and yet we’ve seen nothing! Zilch! Not a squeak about it!”  
 
    Marcus had to laugh. “So that’s what’s bothering you? You’re offended that they’ve not chosen to bring their loot to you to sell? Come on, Salla, there’s any number of reasons why. Maybe it was some magic item that was wanted for a specific purpose? Maybe it was information that was wanted, not loot? Maybe,” and here he leaned in and spoke conspiratorially to Salla, “there’s a new dealer on the scene.”  
 
    Salla looked genuinely hurt. “You know that’s not true. How could it be without me knowing about it?” He glared at Marcus. “You shouldn’t joke about such things. It’s offensive. Anyway, what do you want? Have you come here with something for me?”  
 
    Marcus chuckled. The temptation to let on that his magic dust had come from Xeron’s house was strong, but he resisted. There was no point in letting that slip unnecessarily. He trusted Salla as much as Salla trusted him—which was to say, no more than he had to. The two were old friends, of course, but Salla was a trader above all. This kind of business was always, always a risk.  
 
    “Not here,” Marcus said, and Salla nodded.  
 
    “Come upstairs to my office,” Salla said cordially, then called to a younger man who lounged against the bar, reading a scroll and sipping from a mug. “Hey, Trent, watch the bar for me while I go upstairs for a minute.”  
 
    Trent, an unremarkable-looking youth, came over from the other end of the bar, where he’d been cleaning mugs. His face stayed blank, carefully not seeing Marcus or noticing any other face in the bar.  
 
    A talented lad, thought Marcus as he followed Salla up the creaking stairs. A lad like that would need to be able to not notice a face in this business.  
 
    Salla pushed open a door and led Marcus into a small, wood-paneled office space dominated by a wide wooden desk and a big iron-bound chest in one corner. Papers were stacked high against one wall, and light filtered in through a filthy window high up in the wall behind the desk.  
 
    “Sit, sit,” said Salla, waving Marcus into a threadbare chair on the opposite side of the desk. Salla squeezed himself around into the chair near the grubby window and looked expectantly at Marcus.  
 
    Marcus reached into his inside pocket and drew out a packet of magic dust. Without a word, he laid it on the desk in front of Salla.  
 
    The merchant’s eyes lit up as he gazed at it. Through the translucent pack, the powder was a deep blue, rich as the sea under a summer sky. He picked it up carefully, running his fingers over the translucent wrapping.  
 
    Magic dust was rare and very valuable, and not many people could lay their hands on it. Its origins were shrouded in mystery, but it was known that if you ate it, you were granted a magic spell that you could use from then on. For that reason, it was in great demand, but there was never even close to the supply needed to meet the demand.  
 
    “Where did you get this?” asked Salla breathlessly. The fact that he would ask such a question showed Marcus that he was genuinely shocked by the sight.  
 
    “Salla,” he chided gently. “I’m disappointed in you.”  
 
    Salla glanced up. “Yes, of course, sorry. I just… well, it was rumored that this was what Xeron’s mercenaries were looking for… packets of magic dust. And you don’t want these for yourself? To learn spells?”  
 
    I have a new magic, Marcus thought, thinking of the dungeon crucible that awaited him back at the Underway. He realized now that he was impatient to get back to it and see what was there for him. What will the dungeon look like now that Ella has been there for more than a day? 
 
    He reined his thoughts in. “I have more need for gold than for spells, Salla,” he said. “Don’t ask me where I got it. If it came from the Diremage Xeron’s house, then you know I’m a spectacular thief, and a master trickster, since I managed to lay the blame at the door of the thieves guild. Let’s leave it at that. How much will you give me?”  
 
    “It depends. Is this all you have?”  
 
    They bargained for a time, but both men knew that Marcus could ask any price, within reason. This was not gold or gemstones, or even information. This was a nearly priceless commodity, and Marcus had a lot of it to sell. Half was in his knapsack now, and the other half was back at the Gutter Gang’s base. In the end, Marcus struck a deal he was happy with and Salla began to count out gold towers—the most valuable coin in use in Kraken City—for each of his brightly colored packs of magic dust.  
 
    He looked at Salla. “Hold some of this gold for me,” he said. “This is too much to carry at once.”  
 
    “Very well,” said Salla. He wrote out a promissory note for Marcus, then handed over a heavy leather bag of golden tower coins, which Marcus secured to his belt.  
 
    Their business done, Marcus shook hands with his buyer and went back downstairs. They chatted at the bar for a bit, and Salla introduced Marcus to Trent, his young barman. But Marcus was itching to get back and see what the dungeon had produced, and he resisted Salla’s attempts to get him to take a second flagon of ale.  
 
    “I must go,” he said. “But I’ll be back to see you again soon.”  
 
    “Aye, you’ll be welcome when you do,” said Salla.  
 
    Afternoon was wearing away as Marcus stepped back out into the inn yard and began to make his steady way back along the wharves toward the King’s Dock.  
 
    He became aware of the pursuers almost as soon as they caught sight of him. There were six of them, cloaked and hooded as he was. They had detached themselves from the shadows of a warehouse and were following him at a distance. He slowed, and they slowed to match him. He sped up, and they sped up too.  
 
    “We’re in for a fight, Hammer,” he muttered to the dog. “Unless we can lose them.”  
 
    “I smell them,” Hammer replied. “You think you can lose them?”  
 
    Marcus thought for a moment. He slowed and stopped, looking up at one of the ships. He glanced out of the corner of his eye and saw his pursuers stopping as well.  
 
    I can’t lead them back to the entrance of the Underway, he thought, but they’ll likely pursue me as long as I’m on the docks. They’ll have seen me coming out of the Ragged Sail, and they’ll know that I’m likely to have some gold. 
 
    He would have to lead them somewhere out-of-the way to deal with them. Six fighters was no joke, and he didn’t want to take them on singlehanded, even with the dog at his side. He was confident that, given a little time, he could outwit them and get them off his trail.  
 
    And I know just the place. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus led the would-be robbers through the lanes of the tightly packed district behind the docks. He knew this place like the back of his hand—he’d grown up here, after all. Past inns, boarding houses, dwellings, and shops. He moved at a quick pace, not breaking into a run, but keeping enough of a pace that his pursuers would have to work hard to keep up with him. 
 
    Every now and again, he looked over his shoulder, making sure that he hadn’t lost them. He didn’t want to fight them now—he was not fool enough to take on six men of unknown skills with only his dog for assistance. Marcus was heading for a spot where he felt sure he could use his wits to evade them, rather than his combat abilities.  
 
    Perhaps they were low-class bounty hunters, after the price that was on his head? It was true that there was little value left in his bounty because of its age, yet even a bounty as stale and as low as his might be valuable to desperate men. But it was more likely they were opportunistic robbers, watching Salla’s place for a chance to steal from men who came out of the Ragged Sail flush with coin and drunk on ale. 
 
    “Well, they’ll not get any easy pickings from me,” he muttered, “that’s for sure.” He moved uphill, his dog coming along beside him. Hammer kept quiet, but Marcus had seen him glance back more than once.  
 
    He was headed for a place he knew, a courtyard behind a warehouse that was used for long-term storage. It was rarely used, save as a place for street gangs to settle disputes over territory or loot with brawls or one-on-one combat. High walls rose up on every side, and it could only be accessed by the one entrance—a steep, narrow flight of steps that dived down from the street level. He found the entrance to the courtyard and glanced over his shoulder, making sure his hooded pursuers were in view still, and making sure they saw him go down the stairs. 
 
    After he’d spoken to Hammer, who slipped away along the busy street, ready to come at call, Marcus descended the steps. Halfway down, he glanced up to the left. A ragged crack in the stone wall climbed up above him. He leaped up and caught hold of it. Once secured, he swarmed up the wall hand over hand, ascending quickly and smoothly. Just in time, he got to his destination: an alcove cut into the stone, just deep enough for a man to squeeze into.  
 
    Pressing himself into this gap, he heard voices in the stairway below. “He went down here,” one voice said.  
 
    “Careful,” another said. “We don’t know what’s down there. He might have backup.”  
 
    Carefully, Marcus peered out over the edge of the alcove. His pursuers were heading down the narrow stairs, two abreast. Six men, as he’d originally thought, with mean looks on their hooded faces and drawn blades glinting menacingly in their hands.  
 
    He waited until the last one had passed, counted to three in his head, and then slipped from his hiding place. Nimble as a monkey, he climbed down the wall again and landed lightly on the steps. As he sprinted up the steps, laughing to himself, he heard angry shouting from the courtyard below.  
 
    “Come on, Hammer,” he called, and the dog slid out from a nearby doorway to join him. They dashed through the lanes, sprinting at full speed back toward the entrance to the Underway. Whoever his pursuers had been, they would have to do better than that if they wanted to catch Marcus off-guard.  
 
    After they’d lost their pursuers, their trip back to the Gutter Gang’s base was uneventful. The gold in Marcus’s belt pouch was a comforting weight as he jogged along through the semi-darkness of the Underway. When he got to the barricade, he found Jonno on guard again. The one-eyed man nodded to him and waved him through, with a mention that Old Jay wanted to see him.  
 
    “You’d better go talk to him,” said Jonno. “I think he’s had a dream about you.”  
 
    Marcus decided to delay seeing Ella and the dungeon for just long enough to go talk to Old Jay. The old man’s dreams were not something to be taken lightly. He had brought the original members of the Gutter Gang down into the Underway after a prophetic dream had told him where to go. He’d come down with his followers and found a safe place in the Underway, and ever since then it was known that his dreams meant something.  
 
    The Gutter Gang smiled and nodded to Marcus as he passed through the main hall and went toward a small exit from the main chamber. Here, he entered a narrow corridor that climbed steadily upward, leading away from the lower levels. At the top of this corridor, Marcus found Old Jay’s chamber, a comfortable space kept warm by a bright fire in a central hearth.  
 
    “Jay,” said Marcus, bowing to the old man. “Jonno said you wanted to see me?”  
 
    “Ah,” said Old Jay. “Marcus the Exile. I’m glad you’ve come. I have a message for you.”  
 
    The old man was tall and thin, and his sightless eyes were covered in a white film. His long, snow-white beard bristled as he smiled and turned his face toward Marcus. 
 
    “I dreamed of you,” said Old Jay. “I dreamed that you raised the Gutter Gang up from the Underway. I dreamed of you with your hands overflowing with gold, and an army of monsters at your back. And I dreamed of the Gutter Gang, strong, well-armed, well-fed, and with pride restored, looking to you as their benefactor. You, Marcus, you raised us up again! It was a true dream…”  
 
    Old Jay nodded to himself as he finished speaking. Hands overflowing with gold? An army of monsters? Marcus liked the sound of that. He grinned, and felt the power of the dungeon coursing through him suddenly.  
 
    “You know, what, Jay, I think you might just be right,” he said, grinning.  
 
    “Depend upon it, young one. Depend upon it.”  
 
    As was tradition, Marcus gave a cut of his gold coins to Old Jay as tribute. All the gang did that, though Marcus was sure that he was the only one who brought gold on a regular basis. The others brought mainly silver or copper coins, or a share of some stolen food taken on a raiding trip out of the Underway. Many brought nothing at all, preferring to spend all their time in the Underway and pay their way through watch duty, or keeping the base clean.  
 
    Before leaving Old Jay, Marcus took the opportunity to inform him about the fight with the murgal in the Underway. He told Jay about Ella and the dungeons as well, and the old man nodded but stayed silent as Marcus told his tale. Jay was an old man—just how old nobody knew exactly—but his mind was as sharp as ever. Some of the other Gang members treated Jay with a kind of fond indifference, but Marcus always made sure to keep the ancient man up to date with what was happening.  
 
    Inside, Jay was still sharp and quick-witted, though he didn’t say much.  
 
    When he had finished telling his tale, Marcus sat quietly and waited for Jay to speak. After a long minute, Jay asked, “And what do you think it means, Marcus, this murgal scout so close to our base?”  
 
    “I think it means the Sewer Slayers may be planning a move against us,” Marcus replied immediately. “They work with the murgals sometimes, when they’re not fighting them, and they are the only ones who have enough sway over the murgals to use them in this way. The murgals themselves are not cunning enough to follow up a plan like this themselves, and the ratmen would send scouts of their own rather than using murgals.”  
 
    Jay nodded slowly. “I fear you may be right, Marcus,” he said quietly. “I have felt for some time now that there was a threat approaching, but I could not sense its source. Go carefully, young one, and take care of the Gang as best you may.”  
 
    “I will,” said Marcus, inclining his head respectfully to Jay as he stood to leave.  
 
    As he made his way back through the main hall, Marcus looked at the gang members loitering there. They were a sad-looking bunch, he had to admit. Underfed, poorly clothed, and those who were on guard duty were poorly armed and had no training.  
 
    The Gutter Gang’s only real defense was in the stout wood and stone barricade that they had raised to block the entrance tunnel. Even a small number of fighters could hold that well against an attack, at least for a while. But under a sustained assault from a well-armed and well-trained foe? Marcus did not imagine that the results would be good.  
 
    Something would have to be done. He would use the wealth he gained from his dungeons to arm the folk and feed them up, and maybe in the course of doing that he would be able to level the Gang up in other ways too.  
 
    Maybe I truly will be able to raise them up to something new, something better, something they can be proud of, he thought. That would be good. He was very fond of the Gang. They were his people, however low they had fallen. He was one of the luckier members of the Gutter Gang. He’d had an education—he could read, write, and figure, and he could speak a few languages. He was a skilled fighter and had a bit of magic to his name. Why shouldn’t he be the one to raise them up?  
 
    “If I can, I will,” he said to himself as he made his way back up the corridor toward his own room.  
 
    The blank wall where he had created the entrance to the dungeon faced him. He looked at it for a moment, then reached for the spell to check on the dungeon’s progress.  
 
      
 
    Gestation Phase complete 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Master: Level 1 
 
    Dungeon Chambers: 1 
 
    Progress to next chamber: 110% 
 
    New Chamber Available! 
 
      
 
    Marcus nodded in satisfaction. 110%? he wondered. That must mean that I’ve gone past the requirements for a single new chamber, and begun making progress toward another. I’ll have to ask Ella about it once I’m inside.  
 
    His heart raced at the thought of what he might find concealed behind the doors of the dungeon. Would it be as Ella had said, and something amazing and new would greet him there? Or would he be in for disappointment? The words of Old Jay came back to him again. Surely, he was not going to be disappointed here. What would await him? There was only one way to find out.  
 
    He took a deep breath and reached for the spell. “Crucible: Unlock,” he said.  
 
    The doorway began to outline itself again, just as it had before. But this time, it was different. The cracks were straighter and cleaner, and it was shaped more like a door and less like a ragged cave opening. As the doorway changed before his eyes, there came a hiss like air rushing into a pressurized container.  
 
    The stone transformed even as he looked at it, becoming a sturdy door of polished wooden planks. Iron studs were hammered into the door in vertical rows, and the door had a handle of polished bronze.  
 
    “Woah!” Marcus said, taking a step back as the door shimmered into existence before his eyes. “That’s amazing!”  
 
    Bright light shone out around the door and then faded. The new dungeon chamber’s entrance was before him.  
 
    “It’s really happening,” he whispered.  
 
    “Looks like it, buddy,” said Hammer, who was standing by his side.  
 
    Marcus laughed and shook his head in amazement at his own good fortune, then stepped forward and grasped the door handle.  
 
    He twisted the handle and pushed. The door swung inward easily and silently, as if on freshly oiled hinges. Immediately, a fresh green smell hit him. He breathed deep. The fresh smell was a welcome change from the cold, sterile air of the Underway. Light shone through the open door as well as air—outdoor light, as if he had opened a door on a world where it was just after sunrise.  
 
    “Here goes,” he said, and stepped through the door into the new crucible. 
 
    Ella had said that the first chamber would be an entranceway, and it would be influenced by her nature. She was a grove faerie, and that influence was obvious when Marcus looked around the crucible. 
 
    The blank space he’d seen before had been transformed into a woodland grove. A young tree grew in the center of the grove. To its right, a waterfall fell down a low cliff-face and splashed into a deep pool. Thick grass scattered with wildflowers came right up to the door that Marcus had stepped through.  
 
    He looked around. The grove was enclosed on all sides by cliffs that rose up 20 feet before ending in thick, spiked hedges. There would be no climbing up there. For the moment at least, the only way in or out was by the door to the Underway. 
 
    Hammer stuck his nose in through the door, then turned away and headed back toward the main hall. He was likely to get something to eat there, and a spot by the central fire. Instinct probably told him that he would do well to leave Marcus to explore his new dungeon area by himself for a while anyway.  
 
    Marcus gently closed the door behind him and looked around. It was warm here. The deep blue sky above seemed almost infinite. The grove was lit by a bright sun shining down over one side of the grove.  
 
    Marcus spoke out loud to himself. “A whole woodland grove under a blue sky, but we’re still underground. How’s this even possible?”  
 
    “That’s the power of the grove faerie,” said Ella’s quiet voice behind him.  
 
    Marcus turned to see Ella standing behind him. Her faerie form seemed to have developed since the last time he’d seen her. She was a little taller, and her wild haystack of hair seemed bigger. The shapeless robe of dirty sacking had been replaced by a dark green robe that came down past her knees.  
 
    Her widely set eyes twinkled up at him from where she hovered, her strange green faerie feet floating a little above the tops of the long grass.  
 
    “Hello,” Marcus said with a smile. “This is amazing! Did you do this?”  
 
    “I didn’t do it, exactly, but the nature of my magic formed the basis for the dungeon chamber. I’m a grove faerie, and so the dungeon took on a grove aspect.”  
 
    Marcus looked around the airy grove with a considering look on his face. “You call it a dungeon,” he said, “but I couldn’t imagine anything less like a dungeon than this grove.”  
 
    Ella laughed. “That’s true, I suppose. But this is how a dungeon system begins, with a first chamber that’s not used for combat. This acts as a kind of a base for you, a place where you can store things, experiment with new ideas, or retreat to if necessary. It’s also the place where you can start your additional chambers and leave them safely to gestate. So, this is a dungeon chamber—the Grove dungeon—but unlike the others, it will never evolve to contain monsters.”  
 
    Marcus nodded, fascinated by the process. “So there are other kinds of dungeon faeries, then?” he asked. “Kinds whose different nature would create a different kind of first chamber?”  
 
    “Yes,” she answered. “There are—or at least there used to be—many kinds of dungeon faeries. Some were darker and some were lighter, and some had different elemental powers, and all those factors would influence the nature of the initial chamber. This,” she continued, gesturing around the grove, “this is my nature, I suppose.”  
 
    Marcus nodded. “It certainly is a pleasant surprise,” he said, smiling. “It’s such a peaceful, beautiful spot!”  
 
    “It is nice, isn't it? Come on, let’s look around and explore a little bit. I’m sure you have questions.”  
 
    Ella flew up so her head was on a level with his and together they began to move slowly around the small glade. The place smelled good, Marcus found, like herbs and warm grass. For Marcus, a man who had lived his whole life in the dense urban environment of Kraken City, this quiet, pleasant place was a new experience. 
 
    “So,” said Ella, “what do you want to know?”  
 
    “Well, I guess my first question is how do we create a new chamber?” he asked after a moment. “When I opened this one, it said that my progress toward a new chamber was 110%. Does that mean I’m able to start a new dungeon and have made 10% progress toward a second one?”  
 
    “That’s exactly right,” said Ella. “Successful creation of the initial chamber allows you to immediately progress to creating a second chamber—one that you can use for combat. The 10% progress toward a third chamber, well, I guess that must be a bonus of some kind. I can explain the basic principles, but I don’t know all the workings of every dungeon chamber.”  
 
    “How do I continue the progress toward a new chamber?”  
 
    “By having people interact with the dungeons. Usually, that means having adventurers come into the dungeons and fight the monsters that are there. The more the adventurers do in the dungeons—the harder they fight and the more energy they expend—the bigger a power reserve is created for the creation of the next chamber. Once that reserve fills to 100%, you should be able to create a new dungeon.”  
 
    “You make it sound easy,” said Marcus with a laugh.  
 
    “It is easy, at least in principle. The real challenge for a dungeon master is getting to grips with what ingredients to add to a dungeon’s gestation phase to create good results. You can put anything you want into a gestation phase, but the results are unpredictable by their very nature. It might take you a little while to get to really understand it, and you might get some weird results depending on what you put in.”  
 
    “Right, well I was always taught that the best way to learn is by doing. Let’s give it a go!”  
 
    Ella smiled at his enthusiasm. “You should have the spell available,” she said. “This entrance grove will get bigger and fuller the more your abilities evolve, but the first thing to do is to add a new chamber and put some ingredients in there to begin the evolution process. The grove chamber evolved just from my influence, but from now on, you’ll need to add ingredients.”  
 
    “What kind of things would be good to put in, do you think?” Marcus asked. They were coming up to a blank cliff wall opposite the door, and Marcus stopped, looking up at the wall. He reached for his spells and found the new one there, as she had said he would.  
 
      
 
    Spell available: Crucible Initiation 
 
      
 
     He spoke the spell quietly. As the stone cracked and a new, dark entrance was revealed, Ella answered his question. “You can put anything in, really. As I said, it’s impossible to predict exactly what will come from an evolution chamber, but you’re guaranteed that the things you put in will develop into three things: Monsters, Environment, and Traps. Just how they will develop into these things is the unpredictable part.”  
 
    Marcus chuckled. “Sounds pretty satisfying whatever happens. Let’s have a look at this new chamber.”  
 
    He stepped forward, and Ella came up behind him. Together they peered into the dark chamber beyond. It was nothing much to speak of, just a small opening in the rock. Marcus looked around for elements to add.  
 
    “Uh, how about this?” he suggested, pulling a gold coin from his pouch.  
 
    Ella chuckled. “Good!” she replied. “Anything at all will work. Everything becomes something; that’s the basic principle of dungeon creation. Just go for it. Nothing is too humble or too fancy.”  
 
    “Right!” said Marcus. He tossed in the gold coin, where it rang against the stone and then lay still in the corner of the cave. He dug into one pocket and came up with a little round pebble. That went into the dungeon as well. Finally, he took the old iron dagger that he had carried for a long time. He had the new one now, the incredibly sharp folded steel blade that he’d taken from the guard at Diremage Xeron’s house, so he tossed his old dagger—still in its leather sheath—into the cave.  
 
    “Begin Gestation phase,” he said, and felt the magic flowing through him as it began to take effect. The cave entrance rippled and shimmered for a moment, then vanished under a thick growth of ivy.  
 
    “I wonder how long it’ll take?” Marcus said.  
 
    “Oh, leave it a few hours, maybe a day at most,” Ella replied. “You’ll find that as you get better at it, the time it takes to gestate will reduce.”  
 
    They walked over toward the tree, and Marcus was surprised to see that the grove had gotten a little bigger. The tree looked older, taller, and fuller. The waterfall was a bit bigger too, and the rocks around it were covered in deeper moss and lichen. The whole space seemed to have expanded.  
 
    “This place,” he said, “it’s… different now.” Marcus glanced at the spot where he’d opened the new chamber. “Does opening a new chamber evolve the grove?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Ella. “Keep an eye open for it, and you’ll find that everything around you will be influenced by your new power as the dungeon master. It’s all about the progression, and your power will start to level up those around you without you taking action. You’ll raise up those around you just by interacting with them.”  
 
    The words were such a close echo of what Old Jay had said that Marcus almost shivered. He glanced at Ella, then a new thought struck him.  
 
    “Hey,” Marcus said. “I wonder what might happen if I put some of the magic dust in one of the evolution chambers?”  
 
    To his surprise, Ella’s cheerful expression darkened. She scowled and looked away, then looked back at him. She seemed hurt.  
 
    “You don’t know what the magic dust is, do you?” she said. 
 
    “What, you mean where the dust comes from? No, actually, I don’t. What does it matter? Is there something bad about it?”  
 
    She looked at him, then away, then back at him. Finally, her face cleared, and she gave him a pale smile. “Yes,” she said. “There’s something bad about it. Tell me, Marcus, your two spells, your Ethereal Key and Stealthy Tread spells—did they come from taking magic powders?”  
 
    “Well, yes,” said Marcus, feeling trepidation about what he was about to find out. “They were given to me by the thieves guild as part of my stage one initiation. What is it, Ella? What’s wrong with them?”  
 
    They walked over and sat next to the tree. The grass was warm and deep, and Marcus loosened the clasp of his cloak and let it fall to the ground. There were three sawn logs set up as seats around the space in front of the tree, and Ella perched on one of them, drawing her knees up to her chest and wrapping her shins with her arms.  
 
    “The powders,” said Ella. “They are made from the bodies of dead faeries—faeries who have been captured and killed, usually by specialist hunters who deal in faerie goods. In Doran, the faeries ally with people willingly, because the allies have good intentions. Doran is at peace, they’ve not had a war for years, and you can be sure it’s because of the good relationship between the faeries and the humans. But here in Kraken city, the Diremages and the guilds, and the high nobles... they all want power for selfish ends. They want dominion over others, or spells that will give them the edge in their power plays against the other inhabitants of the city.”  
 
    She sighed and looked away, her eyes distant. “The Diremages are the worst. They want to be able to dominate others and amass money and power for themselves. Eventually, we think they want to raise an army and invade the Isles of the Sun, or possibly even Doran itself. They are evil men, without any morals or good intentions at all, so we will not ally with them. Instead, they catch faeries, and pay enormous sums to bring them here to Kraken City. Once here, they sacrifice us, spilling our blood on their own skin to force our power onto them.”  
 
    “But I thought the Diremages were just monster hunters?” said Marcus. “Wyvern slayers, like Arknor from the legends, or vampire slayers like Diremage Xeron. I didn’t know they had any overarching plan.”  
 
    “That’s because they don’t want anyone to know!” said Ella sharply. “Doran and their faerie allies work hard to stop the hunting of faeries, but the Diremages’ Guild must have recently hired a group with far more experience and expertise. Members of our kind have always been hunted, but it’s grown worse of late. Faeries would go out to meditate or look for ingredients, and they would just never come back.”  
 
    Marcus shuddered, remembering the blood-stained enchantment table in Diremage Xeron’s basement. “And is that what happened to you?” he asked.  
 
    Ella nodded sadly. “I’ve been living alone for a long time on the outskirts of a faerie settlement, meditating and seeking a sign of what I should do to find my ally. I never got anywhere, and had no idea what my path should be. Then, one day, I fell asleep in the branches of a tree. When I woke up, I was in that iron cage in a wooden crate. I don’t know how long I was there. Days, weeks maybe. I knew nothing until you opened the crate.”  
 
    “I suppose now you’ve found your ally though, so it hasn’t turned out all that bad in the end.”  
 
    Ella looked at him and smiled suddenly. “Yes, I suppose you’re right, Marcus. It’s not the traditional way for a faerie alliance to be created—I have to confess that I allied with you out of desperation, thinking that if I didn’t, you might not let me out of the crate, or worse, you might steal me and sell me on again.”  
 
    “I would never have…” Marcus protested.  
 
    “I know that now,” Ella said, “but I did not know that then. I had to make a blood alliance to seal us together. I guess I kind of tricked you into it, since you didn’t know the significance of it. But, I was desperate…”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Marcus said. “I’m glad things have worked out this way. The power of the dungeons is an amazing gift, and who knows what changes for the good we can bring about with it?”  
 
    Ella smiled. “Good. I’m glad you feel that way. I’m glad it’s worked out this way, too. Perhaps it is destiny, after all.” 
 
    “Finish telling me about the powders,” Marcus asked. “What happens after the Diremage kills the faerie?”  
 
    “Once the deed is done,” Ella said reluctantly, “the faerie’s body can be rendered down to a powder. A person who consumes the powder gets a weaker version of whatever the faerie’s power was.”  
 
    “Ugh, that’s horrible!” Marcus said, feeling disgusted and angry at the same time. “The Diremages are really rendering faeries down to eat them?”  
 
    “They generally sell the powders,” she said. “Once they have bathed in the blood of the fae, there’s little left to gain for them.”  
 
    Marcus was horrified. “That’s so evil!” he said. “If I’d known that was how the Diremages were operating, I’d never have taken the powders in the first place.”  
 
    “Of course not,” said Ella. “But you didn’t know. Only the Diremages and the fae people know about it, and some in Doran. Faeries are captured in the borderlands of Doran and shipped here to be ‘treated’. The Diremages get the power, then make extra cash by selling on the powders, and a fat share of the profits flow to unscrupulous faerie hunters in the borderlands, encouraging them in their trade.”  
 
    Marcus thought for a moment. “I went to Diremage Xeron’s house because I’d heard a rumor that he was receiving a delivery of Magic Dust. But I’m starting to wonder if that was not a mistake. The boxes of dust in Xeron’s basement, that seems more likely to have been his own creation, and the rumor that got out was either a mistake or a deliberate distraction. You were the valuable cargo he was expecting, not dust.”  
 
    “And if he had so many packs of dust ready to go,” Ella said, “then that means he’s consumed the power of many faeries. He must have a great deal of magic power by now. I suspect that he was actually planning to ship the dust away from Kraken City on the next tide, and that’s why the box was sitting there ready to go. The rumors must have got confused.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” said Marcus. “Where would he be shipping it to, I wonder?”  
 
    “Oh there’s a market for it in the Isles of the Sun, and in the Gronwold, too, where the orks live. People will pay a lot of gold for magic, but it’s the faerie people who pay the real price.”  
 
    “Well,” Marcus said, looking Ella in the eye, “I’m sorry. If I’d had any idea…”  
 
    She held up a hand to stop his words. “I know,” she said. “It’s all right. Hopefully together, we can do enough good with the power of the dungeons that it will at least partly make up for the evil of Xeron and his wicked plots.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead of going back to his small room high up in the entranceway wall, Marcus chose to take a sleep in the grove. He laid his cloak out under the trees, and Ella flew up into the branches.  
 
    Marcus had noticed that as he grew tired, the sky changed from late afternoon to dusk. He never actually saw the sun move, but without him noticing, the light dimmed and the whole feel of the grove changed. When he lay down to sleep, the grove had changed again from dusk to evening. Stars in strange, unfamiliar constellations swung across an inky sky above him, and the fat yellow moon hung above the cliff.  
 
    Marcus smiled, looking up at the dark sky above, and dropped off to sleep contemplating his good fortune.  
 
    When he woke in the morning, the first thing Marcus noticed was a feeling of vigor and new strength running through his limbs. His whole body seemed to crackle with energy.  
 
    Shouldn’t I be tired and stiff? he thought. After all, I’ve had a heavy couple of days. Instead, he felt a new man.  
 
    He sat up, yawning and stretching. The light in the grove was bright and clear. It felt like the early morning. The sun was low above the horizon, and little fluffy white clouds dotted the blue sky. Ella’s head appeared from the branches above, her wild haystack hair sticking out all ways and her eyes blinking sleepily.  
 
    “Sleep well?” she asked, dropping out of the tree and flying gently to the ground, where she stood, looking up at him quizzically.  
 
    “Yes,” Marcus replied. “Actually, I feel better than I think I ever have.” He stood. He felt—if that was possible—taller and more solid than he had the day before. “Yes, I feel different!”  
 
    “Something certainly looks different about you,” Ella agreed. She looked him critically up and down. “You are different!” she exclaimed after a moment. “You’ve changed!”  
 
    Marcus walked over to the pool where the waterfall gurgled pleasantly into the water. At the edge of the pool the surface of the water was still, and he leaned over, seeing his own reflection clearly against the pale blue sky above.  
 
    He laughed out loud with amazement at what he saw.  
 
    Marcus had never been out of condition. He was an active man in his prime, and he’d had a good foundation of training through his years in the guild, and yet he’d never been bulky or had a great deal of brute physical strength. The spare diet and hard lifestyle of the Underway dwellers didn’t leave much extra for building muscle, and Marcus had always been used to being more sinewy than muscular. 
 
    Now, all that had changed.  
 
    He looked down at his reflection, seeing his now-broad chest and shoulders. Even through his clothing, he could see the change in size. He flexed his arms, feeling strength rippling through his arms and shoulders. 
 
    “I look like one of those statues of the old heroes that they have up in the Merchants’ Town,” he exclaimed.  
 
    “Or like the figurehead on a pirate ship,” Ella added, laughing delightedly.  
 
    “Do you think this is some side-effect of the power of evolutions?” Marcus asked, straightening up and stepping away from the reflection in the pool.  
 
    “There’s no doubt about it,” Ella replied. “I didn’t expect this to happen, but it makes sense. You’re going to have to get used to the power of evolution improving and changing things around you, and changing and improving you as well.”  
 
    Marcus leaped up and flexed his arms and shoulders. “I can get used to this! I feel like I could fight 10 men or run 10 miles!”  
 
    Ella threw back her head and laughed. “I’m sure you could! And you will have enhanced powers in battle, too, I’d guess. You were always pretty fast and light on your feet, weren’t you? I’ll bet that you’ll find that you’re even faster when you go to fight your new dungeon chamber!” 
 
    “The dungeon chamber!” Marcus said excitedly. “I’d almost forgotten about it! It’s going to have evolved a lot by now, don’t you think?”  
 
    There was no way to tell time in the grove chamber, but instinct told him there was something exciting to find in the chamber.  
 
    Ella’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Yes!” she said. “It certainly will have! Let’s go and check!” 
 
    They walked back from the pool to the trees, then on toward the cliff where the entrance to the dungeon lay. Ella flew along beside him, her head at the level of his shoulder. As they moved across the grove, Marcus looked around. It struck him that the space seemed to have expanded and developed while they slept. It was definitely bigger, and the waterfall seemed broader. There was a deeper growth of moss on the rocks around the pool, and the tree they’d slept under was no longer as young as it had seemed before they went to sleep.  
 
    It’s evolved, he thought. It’s become a better version of itself. Just like me!  
 
    Sunlight still shone down from above. Marcus smiled as he pulled his boots on and took Ella’s arm to walk toward the entrance to the dungeon chamber. This was amazing. He could never have imagined such luck. Even just to have such a nice place to come to was a blessing for someone from Kraken City. Up above, the city streets were crowded, dirty, and the air was always tainted by the thick fogs that rolled in off the sea or the smoke from charcoal fires. To have a pleasant, bright, green grove to sit in was something not even the highest nobles in the city had. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” she asked.  
 
    When he told her, she looked sad. “That’s such a shame for the people of Kraken City,” she said. “Where I came from, nature and green woodland were all around us. My whole life was about being part of nature. As a grove faerie, I’m completely connected with the trees, the waters, the mosses, and the plants. For the people up above, it must be very hard.”  
 
    Marcus had never thought about it like that, but now he realized she was right.  
 
    “Perhaps,” he said thoughtfully, “once I’m the ruler of Kraken City, I’ll make gardens through all of it.”  
 
    She looked at him seriously. “The ruler of Kraken City?” she said.  
 
    “Well, why not?”  
 
    He had only been joking, but she seemed to be taking the idea very seriously.  
 
    “Do you want to be the ruler of the city?” she asked earnestly, stopping and turning to face him, and taking his hands in hers. The answer to the question seemed to mean a lot to her, so Marcus stopped joking and thought carefully about it before replying. 
 
    “You know,” he said after he’d thought about it for a moment, “actually I think I would do a good job. I’ve grown up in the hardest of lives in this city, and was probably only rescued from an early death by the thieves guild adopting me when I was eight years old. If that hadn’t happened, I don’t know what would have become of me, but it probably wouldn’t have been good. The only thing that the rulers of the city are interested in is profit, and maintaining order in the city so that the profits keep flowing upward. They charge high taxes on the ships that come in, and keep the money for themselves. The merchants and artisans of Merchants’ Town get some benefits—the city watch, for example—but most of the people who live in Kraken get nothing but a pittance of wages for their work.”  
 
    He shook his head sadly, then went on. “It’s true what you say, Ella, most of the people in Kraken City live short, hard, unpleasant lives, surviving through crime or backbreaking labor. The lucky ones might get a berth on a ship or go to be soldiers, where they can get regular meals and perhaps even escape the city for a new life. But most never manage to leave. If I were in charge, things would be different. I’d make it better for the people, that’s for sure. I’d make it so that they didn’t have to leave to find happiness and prosperity.”  
 
    He glanced at Ella and saw that there was a knowing smile on her strange, green face. “I’m so glad to hear you say these things,” she said. “With the power of the dungeons, I believe these things would be possible. There’s a story of a dungeon master from long ago, a good but simple man who wanted only to raise up the poor people of the fishing village where he lived.”  
 
    Marcus looked at her. Her eyes had taken on a misty, far-away look.  
 
    “Go on,” he urged her. “What happened to this fisherman?”  
 
    She looked back at him and gave a small smile. “He got his wish. The dungeons he created in the hills near his home village brought adventurers, who gave him a share of the gold they earned in the dungeons. He collected the gold, saving it and investing it in the people of his village, and he collected the power of the dungeons, creating new chambers and new experiences that brought more adventurers. His powers improved the fisher folk, too. Their catches improved. The health of the villagers improved, and so did their lifespan. It wasn’t long before the village became a town, and the town became a city, and the fishing village became a port, where ships would come from far and wide to trade and to fish in the legendary waters of Rafe the dungeon master.”  
 
    “Rafe?” said Marcus in amazement. “But Rafe is the name of the founder of the Kingdom of Doran, our nearest neighbor! You’re not saying that Doran City was founded by a dungeon master, are you?”  
 
    Ella nodded, seeming pleased by the way her story had affected Marcus. “That’s right,” she said. “Rafe the Rich, the legendary founder of Doran City, was a dungeon master. And there can be no doubt that he was so successful at what he did because his intentions were always pure, and he used his dungeons only for good.”  
 
    “How long ago was this?”  
 
    “So long ago that everyone except the oldest and most obscure loremasters have forgotten it. These days, as you know, dungeons are not encouraged in Doran, because of the destabilizing effect that they can have. But we faerie people keep the stories of even the ancient dungeon masters in our long memories. There are many valuable lessons to be learned.”  
 
    “Have there been many dungeon masters over the years?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Ella answered. “Very many, though perhaps not as many as you might think. You know in Kraken City about the great cataclysm?”  
 
    Marcus nodded. “Yes, though here we refer to it as the Fall. It was the Fall—the great cataclysm, as they call it in Doran—that tore these islands apart and ended the civilization that lived here, long before Kraken City was founded.”  
 
    “The great cataclysm had less effect on the land of Doran than it did on the surrounding islands, but something changed then. After the cataclysm, the dungeon masters began to vanish.”  
 
    “To vanish?” Marcus said, feeling surprised. “What do you mean? You mean they died?”  
 
    But Ella shook her head. “No, they didn’t die—or at least if they did, we never knew about it. But they just began to disappear. One day they would be there, working with their dungeons and guiding adventurers, and the next day they would just be… gone. And their faeries too. It was only a few at first, and the great cataclysm had caused so many other problems that not much attention was paid to it. That was around 400 years ago, and I was just a young faerie then, still barely aware of the world around my clan’s hill. But I learned more about it later.”  
 
    She looked sad as she remembered the story. “That year, more and more dungeon masters vanished as if they had never been, with their dungeons and their faeries and often with anything that they had built up with their evolution powers. Whole villages and towns disappeared, and there was nothing the faerie community could do. Eventually, they were all gone, and there were only a few dungeon faeries left—faeries like me, who were young and hadn’t ever taken an ally. For a long time, we tried to find out what had happened, but we never did.”  
 
    “That must have been terrifying,” Marcus said quietly. A shiver ran over him at the thought of whole communities that had built up around the dungeon masters simply vanishing without trace.  
 
    “It was,” Ella agreed. “And for a long time, we swore we would not give dungeon powers to allies again. By then Rafe the Rich was long dead, and Doran, the city he founded, was already a large and prosperous city, the beating heart of the Kingdom. The rulers of the city had come to resent the competition that the dungeon masters represented, and they were not sad to see the end of the dungeons. They wouldn’t help. When eventually we did begin to allow dungeon faeries to seek allies again, we generally said that faeries should leave and journey to some other land to find an ally. We could never prove it, but we suspected that Doran had something to do with the disappearance.”  
 
    “Do you think it had something to do with the great cataclysm?” Marcus asked. “Or do you think that was just a coincidence?”  
 
    Ella shrugged. “Who can tell? It was all so long ago that many of the people who lived then are all long dead, and their children and grandchildren with them. I think it unlikely that we’ll ever know for sure what happened.”  
 
    “I guess the lesson about the founding of Doran is still important, though.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, definitely,” Ella agreed, nodding emphatically. “It shows that the evolution power can give a dungeon master a lot if he uses it right. If the good intentions of the user are pure, it may even help him to found a Kingdom.” 
 
    “I remember you saying that’s why the faerie people refuse to ally with the Diremages, because they desire power over others. But isn’t power over the lives of others what I just said I wanted? Isn’t that what Rafe the Rich wanted when he was still just Rafe a poor fisherman?”  
 
    Ella frowned and shook her head. “It’s not about power. Power is just power. Power in itself doesn’t matter—it’s how you use it that matters, and that’s why intention is so important. It’s what you want it for. Rafe the fisherman didn’t want to become Rafe the Rich, or Rafe the Ruler—he just wanted to lift up his people, the same way you do. But the Diremages want power over others so that they can dominate, and gain yet more power and riches for themselves. They don’t care about raising others up. Instead, they want to exploit others without consequence, but you… You would take that same power to make people’s lives better, and that’s the key to success with this ability I’ve given you. Yes, I chose a good ally.”  
 
    “So from what you’ve told me,” Marcus asked thoughtfully, “I’m your first ally, is that right? You’ve never had an ally before me?”  
 
    “That’s right. I’ve never had an ally before. The alliances are for life, and if the faerie’s ally dies, the faerie dies as well. We only ever take one.” 
 
    “So that means that if I die, you die?” he asked.  
 
    “That’s right. The alliance is that deep.”  
 
    “What about the other way round? If you’re killed, will I die too?” 
 
    “That’s less certain. Faeries are very hard to kill. But the few times it has happened, it’s devastating for the dungeon master. Often he will die, but if he doesn’t, he loses all his power and is a broken man. Make no mistake, the ability to bring dungeons into the world happens because the faerie and the dungeon master are joined together by the blood alliance. Without that, nothing works.”  
 
    A thought struck him suddenly. “What happens to a dungeon master’s dungeons when the master himself dies?”  
 
    “That depends,” said Ella. “A dungeon master who knows his death is coming can shut his dungeons down. That uses an immense amount of power, and hastens the master’s death, but many choose to do it anyway, because dungeons that remain after the master's death can be… dangerous. Some dungeons will implode when the master dies, becoming fiery infernos that can cause a great deal of damage to the surroundings. And some can take on a life of their own. They become… not evil exactly, it’s more like they go mad. They cease to reward adventurers, but they can draw in the unwary and trap them, holding them prisoner. They have been known to move around of their own accord as well. Then other dungeon masters would try to capture them and bring them under control, but that took a lot of work. They were called chaos dungeons, because of their unpredictability and the madness and unpredictability of their contents.”  
 
    “They would trap adventurers? Not kill them?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” said Ella. “And the few times it happened it was not pleasant. Trapped adventurers would go mad themselves inside the ever-changing dungeons. That’s why the other dungeon masters would come together to try to get the chaos dungeons under control. But they didn’t get all of them. There are still certainly some chaos dungeons out there in the world.”  
 
    “Well, when it comes my time, I hope I have the chance to shut my dungeons down carefully, and avoid leaving such a dangerous legacy.”  
 
    They had arrived in front of the cliff-face while they were talking. Now, a silence fell between them. Marcus sat down in the grass for a while to digest everything he’s just learned.  
 
    He wondered if he wanted this, really wanted it. There seemed to be a very dark side to this power, if it were misused or allowed to get out of control. But it was like Ella said—power was just power. What mattered was how you used it. Like anything, he thought—like a sword, or money, or wine. Anything could be used for good or for evil. It was about the quality of the man, not the quality of the thing the man used.  
 
    He nodded to himself. I have been given this, and I’ll use it. I’ll use it for the betterment of those around me, and eventually for the betterment of all of Kraken City.  
 
    A thick mat of ivy covered the entrance to the cave. Feeling sure of his own intentions now, Marcus focused on the task at hand—testing out the dungeon. He reached for his spell to check the status of the dungeon’s evolution.  
 
      
 
    Crucible: Gestation phase complete 
 
      
 
    “Excellent! Crucible: unlock!”  
 
    The ivy was swept aside like a curtain, as if an invisible hand had pulled it away. Yesterday, there had only been a small crevice in the rock. Now, there was a stone door on massive iron hinges. It was slightly ajar.  
 
    Marcus touched the jeweled dagger at his belt. He had put his old iron dagger into the dungeon as an ingredient for the evolution process, and now the iron was his only weapon. He was the Master of Evolutions and had started the dungeon, but did that mean he would be safe from whatever monsters were inside?  
 
    He put the question to Ella, and she shook her head. “No,” she said, “but you don’t have much to fear from the creatures in your own dungeon. The dungeons will be tied to your level. As you evolve, so they evolve too, but they will never be at a higher level than you. Unless you were to do something really stupid, you’ll always be a match for the dungeon creatures. That’s not to say it will necessarily be easy—you’ll have to use all your abilities when you fight a dungeon—but you can be confident that there’s never going to be anything in there that you can’t handle if you're careful and keep your head.”  
 
    “That sounds fair to me,” said Marcus. “Let’s go in and have a look.”  
 
    He’d put a pebble, some gold, and an iron dagger in the dungeon before. What would they have transformed into?  
 
    Marcus stepped into the dungeon entrance warily, but Ella stayed behind. When he glanced back, she shook her head. “I may be hard to kill, but I’m no fighter, not now anyway. I might change or evolve, but for now the dungeon fight is something I don’t want to participate in. I’ll stay here—fighting dungeon monsters is not my role.”  
 
    Marcus felt slightly disappointed for a moment, then changed his mind. Fighting was something he’d always been good at, but Ella was the source of his dungeon power—as she’d said, they were linked now. She was the vector through which his power flowed. If there was going to be violence, he would take the brunt of it, he resolved.  
 
    With that thought, and a last glance at the pleasant, peaceful grove, Marcus plunged into his first ever dungeon fight.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Beyond the door, he found himself in a narrow, high-ceilinged corridor that looked as if it had been cut roughly out of solid rock. The corridor snaked forward in a winding, meandering way, so that quickly he was cut off from the view of the grove behind. He couldn’t see Ella anymore either, or the light shining in. The corridor was dark and cold. He felt his senses sharpen, ready for any threat.  
 
    As he rounded a corner, he felt a brush of air against the back of his neck. Before he had even had time to be fully conscious of it, he leaped forward and out of the way. A trap! Behind him, heavy rocks fell from the roof, crashing into the ground where he had just stood. Catching his breath, he warily approached the rocks and looked closer. Each one was half the size of his head.  
 
    When he crouched to look more closely at them, he laughed in sudden understanding. They were each scaled up versions of the pebble he’d placed during the initial evolution stage of the dungeon’s progress. The stones could have caved in his skull, he thought, as he looked up at the shaft from where they’d fallen.  
 
    He bent and picked one up, hefting it in his right hand.  
 
    There was a sound from along the corridor. Marcus whirled. His dagger flashed in his left hand, the jeweled hilt gleaming red in the gloom. The dagger’s edge was incredibly sharp—so sharp he could almost feel it pressing against the very fabric of the air around him. He stood, poised, not breathing, listening with every fiber of his being.  
 
    Clank, clank, came the sound. Clank, creak.  
 
    It sounded as if metal gears were turning somewhere up ahead, and metal weights thumping in an uneven rhythm on the stone floor. Marcus crept forward again, still holding the heavy round stone in his right hand. He froze again.  
 
    A low, hollow moan echoed up the narrow corridor, “uuuuurrrrrgggghhhhhhh…”  
 
    It was alive. There was something alive up there, something heavy, made of metal and gears, and it had a voice. Whatever the dungeon had created from the gold and iron Marcus had put in, it was monstrous.  
 
    Watching for traps, Marcus tiptoed toward the noises. He kept in mind what Ella had said, that the dungeon would only create monsters that were within his ability to fight. That gave him confidence.  
 
    His newly evolved body felt lean and strong, and the dagger balanced in his left hand felt like something alive. At a corner, he stopped. A glow of firelight was shining around the corner and illuminating the rough stone of the wall in front of him. Whatever the monster was, it awaited him just around the corner.  
 
    Looking up and down, Marcus looked around the area for traps. He couldn’t see any, but he hadn’t seen the trigger for the falling stone trap either.  
 
    “Time for some magic here, I think,” he said. “Ward Detect.”  
 
      
 
    Ward detected: none 
 
    Trap detected: impale 
 
      
 
    The trap detection element of his Ward Detect spell was not something he had ever used before. In fact, he had sometimes wondered why exactly the Ward Detect had trap detection built into it. If people could afford to hire a mage to work the spell, they tended to guard their houses with some kind of magical ward or other, but he had never known anyone to guard their house with a physical trap. So, he was used to the trap detection readout being negative. 
 
    This time, the effect was different. A glowing light seemed laid over his vision for a moment, and then it coalesced around something low down near the ground, drawing Marcus’s eye. As the short-lived spell wore off, the glowing light faded, but he could see it now. At the foot of the corner wall, and mostly hidden by shadow, a tripwire glinted softly in the torchlight.  
 
    Gotcha, he thought.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Ward Detect level 3 
 
    Level increase: 3% 
 
    Current progress to Level 4: 38% 
 
      
 
    Marcus smiled. That was the first time that spell had gained experience in a while. To tell the truth, of all his spells, that was the one that got the least use. Now that he was the dungeon master, he suspected that was something that would change.  
 
    He turned his attention back to the tripwire. There was no sign of what would happen when the wire was activated—no cleaver suspended above his head or rocks balanced precariously above the wire, but all the same Marcus backed off and waited.  
 
    The thumping noise came again, followed by the same low groan. It sounded like something big and ungainly stomping up and down a long room. Well, he wasn’t prepared to try stepping over the tripwire—that seemed too risky. Instead, Marcus hefted the heavy, round rock in his right hand and then rolled it across the floor toward the tripwire.  
 
    The wire snapped as soon as the rock hit it, and instantly the trap was activated.  
 
    Impale, the trap detect spell had said, and it was exactly right.  
 
    From each side of the wall, on either side of the tripped wire, massive blades came out from the stone walls. Eight in total, four on each side, they punched horizontally through the air toward each other, meeting in the middle. Marcus had a glimpse of huge, cruel barbs on the blades, before they pulled back into place in their hidden niches inside the walls on either side.  
 
    If he’d been standing where the tripwire was, they would have stabbed into him in eight different places, then likely torn him to bits when they had retracted again. There was a loud click as they vanished from view in the walls.  
 
    Woah, I’ll need to watch my step in here, he thought, but so far, he had been up to the challenge of the dungeon. It didn’t seem likely that anything but the tripwire would trigger the blades, but he hurried as quickly as possible past the spot, taking care not to touch the limp ends of the broken tripwire.  
 
    He was approaching the end of the corridor. Light shone from around the corner, and the creaking and groaning noises were louder than ever. He steeled himself for the challenge, gripping his dagger in his left hand and keeping his spells at the ready. Now, he would face whatever the clanking metal beast was that had been created by his first dungeon evolution.  
 
    “Ultimate Stealth.” He mouthed the words in barely a whisper, but they took effect, and he felt the comforting glow of the magic washing through him. For the next few minutes, at least, he would be almost undetectable.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Ultimate Stealth Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 11% 
 
    Progress to next level: 34% 
 
      
 
    He allowed himself a moment’s satisfaction at seeing the increase in the spell’s progression. Though the increase was one point lower than last time, it was still a generous push forward.  
 
    Creeping as stealthily as his newly activated spell allowed, Marcus made no sound at all as he crept up to the corner and stuck his head around. There was a crunching, thumping noise, and a wheezing like pneumatic gears, and then, at last, he saw it.  
 
    The chamber was long and low, and lit by lines of torches up and down each wall. The entrance Marcus was looking out from was placed at one end of the long hall, so he had a clear view of the whole space.  
 
    At the far end, a figure loomed. It was humanoid, easily eight feet tall, with four arms coming out of its shoulders. It stood upright on two thick legs, and its head was low, sticking forward out of the middle of its chest. The face, Marcus saw with a shiver, was an expressionless mockery of a human face.  
 
    It was a golden flat sheet with two eyelets and a down-turned slit for a mouth. It swung mechanically from side-to-side on a short, stubby neck, and with every swing there was a creaking, hissing sound like steam-driven gears. The arms, legs, and body were thick constructions of hinged metal beams, gold and iron pieces mixed together with no attempt at order or aesthetic. The feet were flat, round plates of iron.  
 
    But it was the hands that drew Marcus’s focus. Instead of hands, it had massive iron swords at the ends of its arms. Four arms and four swords. Two of them were raised high above the creature’s head, as if poised for a downward blow against an enemy, while the two lower sword-hands were held up like lances, ready to skewer any foe who got too close.  
 
    And that was when it saw Marcus. Despite his spell, the monster had spotted him. 
 
    The horrible expressionless metal face glared at him, and the creature froze, its bladed hands swirling around in the air slowly as it anticipated killing him. Marcus was no coward. He’d seen—and fought—some crazy things during his life in Kraken City, but never anything like this.  
 
    “Courage, Marcus,” he said to himself, and the monster seemed to understand him. It laughed, a terrible mechanical sound like metal plates being ground together by giant hands.  
 
    “Kiiiillllll…” It moaned, and began to lumber toward him.  
 
    It was slow, he saw now. Slow and awkward because of its size. Speed will have to be my number one defense against this monster, if I’m going to kill it, he thought. Then he questioned himself. Could he kill this thing?  
 
    “Definitely,” he said out loud, then to the monster he shouted, “Come on then, bladehand! If you want me, you’ll need to be swifter than the wind! No one has caught Marcus the Exile yet, and today’s not going to be the day it happens first!”  
 
    With that, he leaped forward into the long chamber. As soon as he was in the chamber, a metal grate slammed into place behind him, blocking his exit. There was no other way out.  
 
    He was trapped.  
 
    He could tell that the monster’s handicap—its slow speed and ungainly size—was balanced by the narrowness of the room. The monster would have the reach on him, no doubt about it, and its arms would be able to reach from side to side of the room, making it almost impossible for Marcus to slip behind it.  
 
    Well, there was no getting away from it. Ella had said the monster would not be a match for him with his newly evolved speed and strength.  
 
    It was time to find out.  
 
    Marcus dropped and rolled, halving the distance between him and the monster in one dive. It didn’t look any better up close. Chunks of metal stuck out at odd angles from its body, and the huge blades that swung menacingly around it were razor sharp in the torchlight. 
 
    Two of the creature’s bladed hands were gold and the other two were iron. They looked heavy enough to crush a man’s skull with a single blow, even without their razor-sharp edges.  
 
    But it was slow, and Marcus was amazed at his own quickness. These evolutions really were something else. He’d always been quick, but this was a level of rapid movement and agility he’d never imagined. He ducked to one side and then the other as the bladehand lumbered up the chamber toward him.  
 
    He leaped back and forth, touching the wall on either side each time. Yes, he was certain of it—the bladehand could not move quickly enough to follow him. As he moved back and forth across the narrow room, getting faster and faster, he suddenly felt something happen. It was as if a tight cord had snapped somewhere inside his mind, and a sudden rush of magic flooded him.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Fleetfoot Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 4% 
 
    Progress to next level: 4% 
 
      
 
    A new spell! Marcus was amazed as he felt the new progression pathway snap into place. He’d never heard of such a thing before. The spell had just appeared out of nowhere! Was gaining new spells something that happened when fighting within the dungeon? He would ask Ella about it once this was over. If simply fighting in the dungeon could grant him new spells… the possibilities made his head spin, but he kept his mind on the task at hand.  
 
    The monster thundered up the room toward him, leaving less than a quarter of the room’s length left for Marcus to move in. Soon, he would have to close with the monster.  
 
    It put on a burst of speed, lumbering up to close the distance between Marcus and its whirling blades. Time to try out his new spell.  
 
    “Fleetfoot!” he cried, and a sensation like wind came under his feet. Speed rushed through him, though instinct told him that the boost would not last long at all. He must make the most of it.  
 
    Marcus dived as quickly and accurately as he could, through the wide gap between the monster’s legs. He felt the ground move as four swords thudded into the sandy floor with incredible force, but his massively enhanced speed carried him through.  
 
    He rolled forward and sprang to his feet like an acrobat, then turned and leaped up onto the monster’s back. As he landed, he felt the Fleetfoot spell wear off.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Fleetfoot Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 4% 
 
    Progress to next level: 8% 
 
      
 
    Satisfaction at seeing his spell increase made him grin, and he steadied himself on the monster’s back. The huge metal-plated shoulders rolled under his feet as he wobbled on them, looking for some mechanism he could break—but there was none. The monster was encased in many heavy metal plates, more like a skin of interlocking plates than a suit of armor.  
 
    Then he saw something.  
 
    The heavy plate that covered the spot where the arms met the shoulders was dark iron with gold stripes across it. The gold gleamed red in the torchlit chamber. But at the edge of the plate, there was a gap, just big enough for a man to get his fingers in.  
 
    Without hesitation, Marcus grabbed the edge of the plate and pulled.  
 
    He didn’t expect it to move, even with his newly evolved strength, but as he strained, a second new spell appeared, flashing through his soul like a blaze of light.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Hero’s Might Level 1 
 
    Level increase: 0% 
 
    Progress to next level: 0% 
 
      
 
    Marcus didn’t hesitate. “Hero’s Might!” he gasped, and immediately felt new strength pouring into his arms and chest as he hauled on the plate. Suddenly, it moved, then tore upward with a rending sound.  
 
    The sudden release of the plate nearly caused Marcus to fall off-balance, and he wobbled dangerously for a moment, letting the plate fall to the ground with a clang before he regained his balance.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Hero’s Might Level 1 
 
    Level increase: 4% 
 
    Progress to next level: 4% 
 
      
 
    The bladehand roared in pain, flailing its swords about, but it couldn’t reach Marcus. Its arms could hit anything that was in front of the creature, but not anything that was behind.  
 
    In the gap where the plate had been, Marcus now saw a complex and messy arrangement of gold and iron mechanisms—cogs, wheels, thin wires, spinning spheres, and small levers transferring force from one part of the creature to another. It’s as complex as the inside of an animal, he thought as he looked at it gleaming in the torchlight. Not a machine at all, really, but a monstrous creature encased in an exoskeleton of iron and gold.  
 
    He stamped a foot into the delicate gears and levers, then leaped away as the bladehand bucked and tried to smash him by slamming itself back against one of the walls. It left a dent in the stone wall and a shower of pebbles falling down around it, and it would have crushed Marcus to a pulp if he’d not leaped off its back. He landed on his hands, out of reach of the three remaining swords.  
 
    As he leaped to his feet, he saw with satisfaction that he had disabled one of the bladehand’s swords—the left top one. The golden sword now dragged along the ground behind the monster as it turned to face him, a low roar of anger coming from inside the expressionless metal mask.  
 
    The monster wouldn’t let Marcus dive between its legs again, that was for sure. It was wise to that trick now—it kept one of its swords low, covering the gap with a razor-sharp blade. But now the tables had turned. The bladehand had gotten turned around, and now it was Marcus who had the entire room behind him, and the bladehand that had to cover the distance.  
 
    Marcus turned and sprinted away up the length of the room. Was there anything in the chamber that he could use to hurt the creature? There didn’t seem to be anything, unless… Marcus grabbed a torch out of a wall-sconce. It was made of hard black wood, and the flame at the end was coming from a thick pad of oily rags tied around with wire. It was a good flame, tall and hot, and it spat gobs of burning oil when Marcus swung it experimentally through the air.  
 
    A quick count showed Marcus that there were 20 torches in the hall between him and the bladehand, 10 on each side, lining the walls.  
 
    “This, my friend, will do nicely,” he said, smiling menacingly at his enemy.  
 
    The bladehand peered at him, down the length of the hall, then began to move again, slowly, dragging its broken arm behind it through the sandy floor. Marcus grabbed another torch from the other side of the hall and, holding the flaming torches out to either side of him, he charged down the hall toward his enemy.  
 
    Three razor-sharp blades swung into action to meet him, but he cast his Fleetfoot speed buff again and flung himself up and forward. Powered by the magic, his stride carried him up through the air and over the bladehand’s deadly swing. He landed as before on the monster’s back.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Fleetfoot Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 4% 
 
    Progress to next level: 12% 
 
      
 
     He stood, a blazing torch in each hand. Below him, through the gap he’d torn in the creature’s armor, he could see the churning and whirring mechanisms that were the bladehand’s innards. He saw the damage he had done already by slamming his foot through the gap. This time, instead of his foot, he slammed both of the flaming torches down into the delicate mechanical mass.  
 
    The monster howled as the torches disappeared down into its mechanical depths, the head of both torches breaking up and coating the golden parts with burning oil. The flame roared up inside the monster, and Marcus caught a glimpse of delicate golden mechanics buckling and melting in the heat.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The monster roared in pain and frustration, swinging its bladed hands around in an attempt to get at Marcus, but failing. With a supreme effort, it flung itself back against the wall again, trying to crush Marcus or at least to knock him off-balance, but it failed. Marcus was too quick.  
 
    Exulting in the new speed and agility provided by the still-active Fleetfoot spell, he somersaulted off the monster’s back and landed on his hands and feet, sending up a cloud of dust and sand as he felt the spell begin to wear off.  
 
    He glanced up. The bladehand was shuddering, flame and smoke burning inside it. So, these creatures were definitely vulnerable to fire.  
 
    He jumped back and grabbed another torch from the sconce and charged again. This time, he feinted at the monster’s legs, and as he’d hoped, it swung all three of its remaining hands toward him, howling in rage and pain as black smoke bellowed from its back. Then he feinted again, this time toward the side. The monster was slow, but anger and pain had made it speed up a bit. The whistle of sharp blades through the air followed Marcus as he used the last of the spell’s influence to spring upward onto the creature’s back again.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Fleetfoot Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 4% 
 
    Progress to next level: 16% 
 
      
 
    This time, he jammed his flaming torch down through the gap between the metal plating that covered the bladehand’s right shoulder. The right upper arm flailed around as thick black smoke poured out from the cracks around the monster’s limb.  
 
    “Almost done with you,” said Marcus. It would not be long before the bladehand died, surely, but it didn’t actually seem to be happening. The monster was still on its feet, and despite its two disabled arms, it could still use its two lower ones. 
 
    That last swing had been a bit too close for Marcus’s comfort even with the Fleetfoot boost, and he wanted to put an end to the monster and get back to Ella. He grabbed his dagger. It was as sharp as the bladehand’s swords, if not sharper. From his place on the monster’s back, he leaned over so that he could reach the blank mask that served the creature as a face.  
 
    The face tilted up a little to glare at him, a sulfurous light burning through the eye-slits. Reaching down, he grabbed the bottom of the creature’s faceplate firmly with his right hand and hauled it upward.  
 
    “Hero’s Might!” He cast his spell again and felt the brute physical strength of the magic flood through him once more.  
 
    A muffled roar came from inside the monster’s faceplate, though the mouth did not move. Raising the dagger with his left hand and using every ounce of his magically enhanced strength to hold the creature’s faceplate still, Marcus fixed his gaze on the creature’s left eye-slit.  
 
    He brought the point of the dagger to the eye-opening and slammed it home.  
 
    Steam poured from inside the creature, blasting out from every gap in its monstrous metal casing and hissing from the gaps that were the eyes and mouth. It mixed with the thick black smoke from the oily torches, and filled the room with a clanking, stinking fume.  
 
    Marcus’s dagger was stuck inside the monster’s head. He couldn’t retrieve it, but the bladehand began to jerk and shake uncontrollably, like a machine that has a spanner stuck between its cogs. Letting go of the dagger’s handle, he flung himself backward, away from the convulsing metal monstrosity. As he flew through the air, he felt the power of his strength spell still influencing him, and he rolled and sprang to his feet, ready to attack again.  
 
    But it was over.  
 
    As he landed, rolled away, and looked up, the monster began to collapse. It started from the top of the construction, with the iron plates covering the shoulders and upper arms buckling and cracking with a mighty sound. Then the arms began to fall to pieces, metal struts and gears crashing to the ground and flying away from the monster, slamming into the walls and sending up clouds of dust where they hit.  
 
    The face plate whipped uncontrollably from side to side as smoke and flame erupted from the chest and back of the creature. A deafening explosion thundered through the chamber. There was a flash of flame. Marcus had a glimpse of the creature’s faceplate flying off, and of something else below—something fleshy and wizened, like the face of an old human.  
 
    Then it was gone, consumed in an expanding fireball. Marcus leaped backward again, dashing to the other end of the room where he turned and faced the explosion. Orange flames rolled toward him, then dissipated into black smoke.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Hero’s Might Level 1 
 
    Level increase: 4% 
 
    Progress to next level: 8% 
 
      
 
    He heard a clank. As the smoke drifted to the top of the room, he saw the gate had opened again.  
 
    “Well,” he said out loud. “That was quite something.”  
 
    Marcus leaned forward, putting his hands on his knees and laughing breathlessly. Ella had been right, the monster was within his abilities to fight, and yet it had still been a challenge. He wondered how teams of dungeon runners would do against this monstrosity.  
 
    After taking a few moments to catch his breath, he walked toward the wreck of the bladehand, now just a pile of twisted metal and broken gears. He picked up the golden faceplate, turning it over. On the inside of the plate, a thick scum of fresh blood drooped around the eyehole. He thought back to the humanoid face he’d seen for a moment when the mask had come off. So there was some organic element to the creature, then?  
 
    He looked for any other evidence of a human or a humanoid creature—a skull, or more blood, or anything like that—but he found nothing. Within the pile of metal, he found his beautiful jewel-hilted dagger. He turned it over in his hands, examining it carefully. There was a patina of soot dulling the shine of the metal, but apart from that, it seemed undamaged. Carefully, he cleaned the soot off with the corner of his jerkin, and then snapped it back into its sheath with satisfaction.  
 
    A sound caught his attention. There was a clinking sound, like the noise of coins dropping onto a table, coming from near the gate.  
 
    When he looked over, he saw that there was indeed a pile of gold coins lying near the entrance to the chamber.  
 
    “Hah!” he said out loud as he ran over, dropping the faceplate as he went. He knelt. The pile of gold coins glowed in the torchlight. They were gold towers, the biggest unit of currency commonly available in Kraken City. He reached down and picked one up.  
 
    Or at least he tried to.  
 
    “What the…?” he exclaimed as he found that the coin would not move. It was as if he were trying to pick up a part of the cave itself.  
 
    After a few more attempts, he gave up. The coin just couldn’t be moved. Marcus reckoned there was a generous stack of golden towers here—easily half again of what he’d got for selling his magic powders—but no matter what he did, they could not be moved.  
 
    With a last glance back at the wreck of the bladehand, he decided to head back to the grove. Perhaps Ella would be able to explain this. After all, he was in no immediate need of gold, but still… 
 
    He made his way back along the winding corridor but encountered no new traps. As he walked, he thought over this new power. The bladehand was certainly a worthy opponent, and there were plenty of fighters in Kraken City who would be proud to be able to say that they had defeated such a foe, particularly with the promise of a stack of golden towers as a reward.  
 
    Marcus was considering how exactly he would go about the job of enticing adventurers to enter the dungeon when he returned to the grove chamber. He glanced around, blinking in surprise and sudden disorientation.  
 
    The grove had changed.  
 
    There were two trees in the middle of the grove now, and they were surrounded by a well-tended hedge. The grass was deeper, the flowers brighter, and the waterfall higher and more majestic. The pool it emptied into looked wider, and there was now a bit of old mossy wall built up around the pool.  
 
    He blinked a few times, then saw the flash of Ella’s haystack hair moving about over by the trees. The grove must have evolved further because of his fight with the bladehand. That was how it seemed to go—the more happened within the dungeon space, the more the dungeon evolved.  
 
    Before heading over to the trees, Marcus turned and looked at the entrance to the chamber. A spell flickered before him, ready to use.  
 
      
 
    Crucible chamber: Rest and Restore 
 
      
 
    With a slight feeling of regret for the pile of gold towers he was leaving inside, Marcus activated the spell. Immediately, a thick curtain of ivy swung into place, covering the entrance.  
 
      
 
    Crucible chamber: Restoration Cycle initiated 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Master: Level 2 
 
    Dungeon Chambers: 2 
 
    Dungeons Fights: 1 
 
    Progress to next chamber: 20% 
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. It was as he thought—fighting in the chamber leveled up the whole dungeon system. He had achieved Dungeon Master Level 2 by creating and fighting a new chamber, and had added a solid amount of progress toward being able to create an entirely new dungeon. The Rest and Reset spell was there to bring the Bladehand dungeon back to its ready state after having been fought. Once the Restoration Cycle was complete, the dungeon would be ready to fight again.  
 
    Would it have changed? Perhaps the bladehand would get bigger? Faster? Perhaps evolve new abilities? Marcus would find out in due course. For now, he felt the effect of using so much magic starting to take a toll on him. He stretched and yawned, and his stomach rumbled suddenly, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten for quite a while.  
 
     Marcus turned away from the cliff and headed over toward where Ella was sitting by the trees. As he approached, he saw that the grove area was certainly bigger than it had been before. It felt like it was taking a lot longer to cross the grassy sward from the cliff to the trees. When he got about halfway across, he began to smell the scent of cooking meat, and woodsmoke was carried toward him on the air. He could see a trail of smoke rising.  
 
    Crossing the grove, he noticed that the environment had changed again. It had felt like early morning when he’d woken up. He was sure that he hadn’t spent a full day creating and running the dungeon, and yet the sun had set over the edge of the grove. The air was cool and still, and a glorious sunset sky stretched above him.  
 
    He shook his head wryly as he walked. This grove chamber certainly had a mind of its own, and a sense of drama! 
 
    Marcus took his time crossing the grass. Eventually, he came up to the edge of the little hedged area and saw Ella dressed in a small fur cloak and hunter’s leathers, working a haunch of dripping meat on a spit over a small fire surrounded by a ring of stones.  
 
    “How does this work?” he asked as he entered the little hedged-off space. “This is all new! Where did all this come from?”  
 
    “Oh, it’s from your interaction with the dungeon chamber, I’m sure,” she replied. “While you were in the chamber fighting, I came back here and suddenly came over all sleepy. I went to sleep, and when I woke up, all this was here. New clothes for me, plus firewood set ready, and this spit and some meat ready for cooking. Also the changes you see around you, the new tree and the hedges.” 
 
    “I like it,” Marcus said after a moment. “The grove is a pleasant place anyway, but having a cooking setup makes it even nicer. What’s the meat?”  
 
    “Venison, I think,” Ella said in reply, turning the meat on the spit again. “The dungeon power really is interesting and unpredictable. There’s no telling what it’ll come out with, but if your intentions are good, it’s bound to be good.”  
 
    The little fire burned bright and cheerily in the evening light of the grove. Marcus was just about to say that some ale would go nicely with the roasted venison when something caught his eye. There was a squat shape in the shadows behind the nearest tree.  
 
    “What’s that?” he asked and walked over to investigate it. At first, he thought it was just a large stone, or maybe a tree stump, but when he got closer, he laughed out loud. His wish had been answered! It was a little keg of ale, with two tankards sitting on top of it.  
 
    “Amazing!” he exclaimed, hefting the little barrel back to the camp. “I was just thinking that this would be the perfect thing to go with our meal, and here it is!”  
 
    Ella grinned up at him, her impish green face and big eyes gleaming happy in the firelight as the evening dimmed. “You get rewarded for your intentions in the dungeon. You’ll find that the desires of those who run the dungeons are often fulfilled if they run the dungeons with a good heart.”  
 
    Marcus was a very happy man as he sat by the fire and broached the cask, pouring rich, frothy ale into the tankards as Ella took the meat off the spit and cut generous portions for them both, serving them up on flat wooden platters.  
 
    “There’s bread, too,” she said, handing him a loaf of dark, dense bread. Marcus tore into it. He hadn't realized how hungry he was until the food was in front of him.  
 
    They ate ravenously in silence for a while. The meat was very good. Meat in Kraken City was nearly always salted, smoked, or jerked for storage, since there was no land available on Kraken for farming and hunting. Sometimes, a ship would bring live animals to the island, and sometimes one of these would go ‘missing’ and some of the meat end up in the hands of people like Marcus, but that was a rare treat. 
 
    The savory meat filled his senses, and the beer was rich and dark. The bread was dense and had nuts baked into it. After a quarter of an hour and a second serving, he pushed his empty plate aside with a sigh of satisfaction and refilled his mug.  
 
    “Shall we save some meat for Hammer?” Ella suggested.  
 
    “Good idea!” Marcus agreed, thinking of the big dog who was probably hanging out with the gate guards at this moment. “He’ll appreciate it.” He cut a generous portion and laid it to one side to cool.  
 
    When they were done eating, Marcus put his cloak on the ground and leaned up against the tree, easing back and sipping his third mug of beer. Ella flew and perched on top of the ale keg, drawing her knees up, and asked him about his fight with the bladehand.  
 
    He told her the whole story, about the traps, the spells, and how he’d used the torches to defeat the monster. When he got to the end of the fight and asked her about the immovable pile of golden towers, Ella laughed. 
 
    “I should have told you about that before you went in. It’s a feature of the way the dungeons work—you’re the master of the dungeon evolutions, and that means you can bring stuff in. But it also means you can’t take stuff out again. You’ll never be able to remove anything completely from the dungeons. In time, you’ll be able to move monsters around the different dungeon chambers, and even delete particular monsters or traps if you want, but you’ll never be able to take gold or other items that the dungeon created and bring them out into the world. The new spells that dungeons sometimes grant—as you found—are something of a reward to compensate for it.”  
 
    Marcus sat up, a puzzled look on his face. “The spells are great, of course, but does that mean that I will never be able to get any gold from the dungeons? How on earth am I supposed to be able to attain riches or power from the dungeons if I can’t take anything out?”  
 
    She chuckled. “That’s where your ability to attract adventurers becomes essential. You bring adventurers in, and they bring the gold out. When they do, you take your cut. You are the dungeon master, and it’s up to you who gets to run the dungeons. You’ll have to build relationships with teams of dungeon adventurers and take a percentage of their winnings every time they run the dungeons.”  
 
    “I see,” Marcus said with an air of satisfaction. “That means that the dungeon runners get a lot of benefit from it in the short term, but over the long term I get a steady flow of income, based on how many runners I’m able to attract.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Ella replied. “The thing about the dungeons is that they need adventurers to run them. When a team fights monsters, they expend physical energy, mana, or even life force within the dungeon. The dungeons absorb that energy and use it to power new evolutions. You saw how your own fighting of the bladehand caused the grove chamber to upgrade?”  
 
    “That’s right. And I achieved Dungeon Master Level 2 and 20% progress toward the next chamber.”  
 
    “That will not work every time. As you get closer to 100% progress, it gets harder and harder to do it yourself. You need teams of adventurers fighting in the dungeons running to create, for example, a new chamber or a new set of monsters.”  
 
    “So does that mean that every time adventurers run the dungeon, I’ll have an opportunity to make some new evolution happen?”  
 
    “At the beginning, certainly. The adventurers are the power source for dungeon evolutions. Once you level up more, it will take more dungeon runs to achieve the next level and create the new dungeons.”  
 
    “And there’s something else,” said Marcus. “At the moment, the supply of gold for coins is very limited in Kraken City, and it’s jealously guarded by the high nobles. Most of the merchant classes are only able to use silver coins, and the poorest people are lucky if they can get their hands on copper groats. If dungeon adventurers start being able to bring gold out into the city’s economy, it may bring the power of wealth out of the hands of the high nobles and into the hands of the wider population of the city.”  
 
    Ella nodded. “Dungeons certainly tend to have disruptive effects on the economies of the worlds where they exist. We talked about that before, with the situation over in Doran. That’s why they’re not keen on having dungeons in the Kingdom. You’ll need to be careful, and try to establish yourself quickly as the dungeon master. It’s only a matter of time before the high nobles of Kraken get wind of what’s going on and decide to interfere.”  
 
    “There’s Diremage Xeron to think of too,” Marcus said thoughtfully. “He must have known what the abilities of a grove faerie were before he bought one. You were meant to give him the ability to create evolution dungeons, there’s no doubt about it. Once he hears that there are adventurer teams in the city getting lots of gold and loot, he’ll draw the connection pretty quickly and start to hunt for the dungeon.”  
 
    Ella nodded again. “The quicker we make a start getting the loyalty of adventurer teams, the better. I bet that Xeron will be expecting whoever stole his faerie to try to escape Kraken City. He’ll be watching the ports, but he won’t be expecting the dungeons to be set up in the Underway.”  
 
    “He’ll probably have eyes on the thieves guild as well,” mused Marcus. “Well, we’ll take advantage of that and find some adventurers first thing tomorrow.”  
 
    There was a good pile of firewood stacked up by the tree, and Marcus got up and removed the cooking spit, placing it out of the way before building the fire up into a crackling blaze. The sky was dark now, and many stars were dotting the deep darkness of the night above them. A pale moon was rising over one side of the grove.  
 
    “I’m tired!” Marcus said with a sudden yawn. “Time seems to pass strangely in here, and the time of day seems to change with how I’m feeling, rather than the other way round. Anyway, I think I’ll get some sleep.”  
 
    With that, he rolled himself in his blanket and went to sleep.  
 
    When he awoke it was bright again, feeling like early morning in the grove. Ella was still asleep, resting in her favorite perch among the higher branches of the biggest tree. 
 
    Marcus walked to the pool to wash. The water was cold, and he took off his shirt to rub the invigorating water across his chest and his neck, and splash it on his face. When he had dressed again, he walked back to the grove and ate some of the leftover bread and meat from the night before. It was almost as good in the morning as it had been the night before, and Marcus was delighted to find that the grove had provided them with a pot of honey and a pot of soft butter.  
 
    Ella woke while he was eating, flying down sleepily to take some bread and honey.  
 
    Once they’d broken their fast, Marcus stood and stretched. “I’ve been thinking about what you said last night,” he said. “About adventurers, and bringing them in to run the dungeon.”  
 
    “Oh, yes?” Ella said with interest. She was buckling on a short, well-made sword that seemed to have come with her hunter’s garb, taking bites of bread and honey as she did so.  
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus said. “There’s a place not far from the docks. It’s a big open plaza that’s known as a gathering place for the duelists.”  
 
    “The duelists?” Ella asked, sounding interested. “Who are they?”  
 
    Marcus shrugged. “They’re… well, they’re duelists! Young men who look for fame and riches by dueling with other fighters. They’ll do it for honor—they all have very sensitive honor—but they’ll often be hired by wealthy people to settle disputes.”  
 
    “That sounds a bit… crazy,” Ella commented with a smile.  
 
    Marcus laughed. “I guess it is a bit. Say, for example, two merchants have a dispute over some point of honor—a sale gone bad, maybe, or an accusation of cheating. One might challenge the other to a duel, but neither of them are fighters. Instead of fighting, they’ll each appoint a champion from one of the duelist guilds. The man whose champion wins will receive a handsome payment, and a lot of honor and respect from his fellows.”  
 
    “And you think these guys might be a good prospect as dungeon adventurers?”  
 
    Marcus nodded. “They’re all crazy about fighting. They gather in the duelist’s square most evenings to drink and fight and play games of chance. They all train together during the day, and in the evening it’s all about trials of strength and dexterity. Sometimes they end up dueling each other to the death, but most of the time they will wrestle or box to settle their disputes. Yes, they’re good fighters, and hungry for gold and honor.” 
 
    Ella grinned at him. “Sounds like they might be the ideal candidates. But if you’re going to recruit them, you’ll need to be able to move your dungeon chambers around.” She finished her bread, licking the last of the honey and butter off her fingers. “Come on, let me show you how to move the dungeon chambers.”  
 
    “That would be good,” Marcus said. “I certainly don’t want to be bringing a bunch of armed duelists all the way down here. The Gutter Gang would be less than impressed!”  
 
    “Yes, there’s no need for anything like that. You can carry the dungeon chambers in your hand if you need to. You can place the entrance just about anywhere so long as it’s underground—an entrance can be created on the walls, the floor, or even the ceiling of any underground chamber or passage. Come on, I’ll show you how it works.”  
 
    The grove had not gotten any bigger overnight, but the two trees looked as if they had put on a season’s worth of new growth while Marcus and Ella had slept. The grass was tall and lush green, and a sweet scent rose up from it as they walked across the meadow toward the cliff edge.  
 
    “You can lift the chambers individually,” Ella explained as they went, “so you don’t have to treat one dungeon as a single entity. You can carry the chambers, move them, and even combine them. That’ll become more relevant once you have more chambers and monsters to play with, but it’s good for you to start now with the basics.”  
 
    She certainly sounded like she knew what she was talking about, so Marcus just nodded and waited to see how this would work. He had no idea how on earth you could lift a dungeon chamber, but if he was learning anything from this experience, it was how to take wild new developments in his stride.  
 
    “It’s really easy,” Ella assured him as they came to the thick ivy curtain covering the entrance to the dungeon. “Stand at the entrance and look through your spells, you should find one that works for this.”  
 
    Marcus did so, and sure enough, at the bottom of the list there was a new spell: 
 
      
 
    Detach Crucible Chamber 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “That easy?” he asked as he activated the spell.  
 
    “It’s that easy,” Ella agreed.  
 
    As soon as the spell had been activated, there was a rumbling sound, as if the earth was quaking inside the cliff. Light shone through the ivy curtain.  
 
    “Hold out your hand and get ready,” Ella warned.  
 
    Marcus did as she instructed. The ivy curtain shimmered and vanished, but the stone below was churning like boiling water. Marcus braced his feet against the ground and kept his hand outstretched, awaiting whatever came next. The boiling stone bubbled like a thick gray liquid, light blazing out from it. The light coalesced into a single beam then blasted from the wall into Marcus’s hand.  
 
    “Wow! Look at that!” exclaimed Marcus in amazement. A sudden warm, hard weight filled his hand. He looked down to find that he was holding a sphere made of thick clear glass, four inches across and slightly flattened at the base. The base was decorated with a fine tracery of metals—part gold, and part iron. Inside the sphere, an opaque gray mist stirred.  
 
    Marcus was holding a dungeon chamber in his hand.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is great,” Marcus said. He held up the sphere and examined it. The opaque gray mist swirled as he moved it from side to side. “And I can do this with any of the chambers? Pick them up, move them around, place them wherever I want?”  
 
    “So long as there’s nobody in them, of course,” Ella pointed out. They both laughed at that. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Marcus, “I don’t think I’d like to be inside a dungeon when it got lifted and moved around. Right, in that case I’m going to leave this grove chamber here—there’s nothing to fight in here, after all, so it’s better to stay here as a base—and I’ll take the bladehand chamber with me to the edge of the Underway, where there’s an exit near the Duelists’ Plaza. It shouldn’t take too much to get some duelists to come in and fight the bladehand.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see how you manage it,” Ella said with a smile.  
 
    “Oh, you’ll come with me?”  
 
    “Sure, if you don’t mind. I’d like to see a bit more of Kraken City. I can always use my stealth powers if I need to get out of sight.”  
 
    They left the grove chamber in place, and Marcus spoke the spell to close the entrance and hide it from any eyes except his. He looked at the blank wall, satisfied. To his magically enhanced senses, he could see that there was a dungeon hidden behind the wall. No one else would be able to see, though.  
 
    With great care, Marcus tucked the glass sphere that held the Bladehand dungeon away in a fold of his cloak with great care. The glass looked sturdy enough, but he wouldn’t take any chances. When he looked up, he found Ella smiling at him as she hovered in the air.  
 
    “What’re you grinning at?” he asked.  
 
    “I keep forgetting how little you know about the dungeons,” she said, stifling a chuckle. “The dungeon containers,” she continued. “You probably don’t realize… of course, how could you?” 
 
    “That’s okay, no need to rub it in,” said Marcus jokingly. “What about the container?”  
 
    “It’s completely indestructible.”  
 
    Marcus laughed, reaching into his robe and pulling the sphere out again. “This? Completely indestructible?”  
 
    She nodded. “That’s right. Completely. No one has ever managed to find a way to destroy them, and believe me, people have tried.”  
 
    Marcus looked at the glass sphere. It was an effort, but he forced himself to hold it out on the palm of his hand and drop it to the floor. It fell straight down and hit the ground with a dull thud. Unexpectedly, it didn’t bounce. It hit the ground and lay there entirely still, as if it was made of a much heavier substance than it seemed to be.  
 
    When he picked it up, Marcus was amazed and delighted to find that it was exactly the same as it had been before.  
 
    “Even if you took it and hit it with a heavy sledgehammer, it wouldn’t even dent it,” Ella said quietly. “Believe me, there is a tale of a dungeon master who once exposed a rival’s dungeon chamber to dragon fire. It didn’t make a mark.”  
 
    Marcus was thoughtful for a moment as the two of them turned and began to walk down the corridor back to the Gutter Gang’s main chamber. “Does that mean that the dungeons themselves are indestructible?” he asked after a while.  
 
    “Only in that form,” she replied. “You can take dungeons apart, destroy them, or swap their elements about, or change them, but only from inside. You will have the spells to do so, or you’ll develop them as you advance. But when they are contained in a sphere, nothing can be removed or added.”  
 
    “I guess they will still evolve though?” Marcus asked. “And, for example, the bladehand I destroyed in my own test run of the chamber will respawn even though the dungeon is in this form?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Ella said. “Being in their portable form doesn’t stop the dungeons evolving or resetting after a run. Actually, their portable form can end up being the most convenient. An advanced dungeon master who had many chambers at his disposal might choose to keep them all—or most of them—in their portable form. There’s the legend of the master of dungeon masters, Tarla the Bold, who had a tower where he kept thousands of dungeon spheres like the one you hold there. He knew every one and could lay his hand on whichever one he required at a moment’s notice.”  
 
    They reached the main chamber. Marcus looked around, greeting the other members of the gang and making small talk. As he looked around, he became aware that things were a little different. It took him a moment to put his finger on what it was, but then it hit him. It was their eyes, he thought. Their eyes, and their faces.  
 
    Jen Jackletooth, an older woman and a veteran of the Gutter Gang, was talking to him about the rumors of a ratmen alliance with the Sewer Slayers, and the dangers this might pose to the gang. Marcus was nodding along as she spoke, and then it hit him. She looked great.  
 
    Like most of the Gutter Gang, Jen was a haggard woman, with all the marks of a difficult and long life etched on her face. But all that was changed. Her eyes were bright, her speech was steady and crisp. She still had the gray in her hair and the wrinkles around her eyes, but she looked well-nourished. Her back was straight, and when she laughed, her voice rang out clear and bright, and she showed a row of strong, white teeth. She’d need a new nickname, he thought. Jackletooth no more.  
 
    It was the teeth that did it. He almost fell over, but he contained himself and looked at the rest of the gang. Nothing seemed different at first, but then he looked closer, and there it was again—everyone’s health and appearance had improved. Teeth that had been yellowed and cracked were straight and bright. Faces that had been care-worn and gray were smooth and healthy-looking, backs that had been bent were straight, and voices that had croaked like dying frogs now echoed in the chamber as the Gutter Gang laughed and spoke together.  
 
    “You okay there, Marcus?” Jen asked, probably seeing that Marcus had drifted off. 
 
    “Yes, yes, sorry,” he said distractedly. “But Jen, how are you feeling?”  
 
    “You know,” she said after giving him an odd look for a moment. “Actually, I feel fantastic! Can’t account for it. We’ve had some better food recently, since you gave Jay his cut of that big score of yours, but not that much. I can’t account for it! Well, good luck on your mission and watch out for ratmen and Sewer Slayers!”  
 
    She turned and walked briskly away, whistling a tune.  
 
    Marcus turned to Ella. He opened and closed his mouth, not knowing what to say. Ella was covering her mouth to stifle a laugh at his amazement.  
 
    “Did you see that?” he demanded in a whisper. “Look at them! Do you see?”  
 
    “I see,” she said in a low voice. “Didn’t I tell you that your presence would level up the people around you? This is what you’re seeing. The magic means that they won’t be too surprised, which is just as well because people can sometimes find it rather disturbing, but yes, this is how your presence affects them. Those around you, those you care about, they will get better, healthier, stronger, faster. The longer it goes on, the slower it will happen—they won’t just keep getting healthier indefinitely—but you can expect those around you to hit a baseline of good health and strength pretty quickly.”  
 
    Marcus was just about to speak when a wet nose flipped his hand and he looked down to see a dog standing there. A dog. Not Hammer, surely? Hammer had been fat, sleepy-eyed, with gray in his muzzle and thinning patches on his ample rump. This dog rippled with lean muscle under a shining, glossy coat, and his eyes were bright and alert.  
 
    “Hammer?” Marcus asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Hey Marcus,” replied the dog casually. “We going somewhere?”  
 
    “Sure,” Marcus said, “but how are you doing? Everything all right?”  
 
    “Oh yeah,” said the dog, turning away. “I feel twice the dog I was the other day. No idea why. I guess this new adventurous life must just suit me! Come on, I fancy an adventure.”  
 
    Marcus looked at Ella, who raised a finger to her lips and grinned. Hammer, the picture of canine health, trotted to the exit from the main chamber and turned his head, looking at them inquiringly.  
 
    With a shake of the head and a smile, Marcus followed him. Ella, flying close by Marcus’s shoulder, followed along with a smile.  
 
    They passed through the outer barricade and headed into the Underway. Dark shadows hid in the corners of the high chambers and low tunnels they passed through. Their footfalls echoed off curved walls as they walked along. Marcus led them confidently through the many turns of the labyrinth, and for a while they walked in silence.  
 
    “I’m glad, you know,” said Marcus at last. “I always wanted to help the gang to be better, richer, happier, but I never thought I’d be able to do more than a little bit for them. I always wanted to improve their lives.”  
 
    “And that is why this works so well,” said Ella, slapping him on the shoulder. “Your intention drives your magic, as I’ve said. This will do good for those around you. But tell me a bit more about our enemies in the Underway,” she asked suddenly, changing the subject, “tell me a bit more about the Sewer Slayers. You mentioned them, and the ratmen—you said they live in the lower parts of the Underway—but you didn’t say much about the Sewer Slayers except that they’re smugglers and sometimes use the murgals as muscle.”  
 
    Marcus nodded. “That’s about it. The Sewer Slayers are another gang who inhabit a section of the Underway. Their section is by the lower side of the docklands, and their entrances and exits mostly give out onto the sea. So, they make their living helping the smugglers who often come through the docklands. The smugglers can bring small boats up to the Sewer Slayers’s entrances to the Underway, and for a price they can bring their goods through the Underway and come up in the heart of the docklands, avoiding the harbor patrols and the city guard.”  
 
    “Yes, but what’s this alliance the Gutter Gang were talking about? Our friends in the Gutter Gang seemed a bit concerned about our safety because of that.”  
 
    “Well, the ratmen have generally kept to themselves down in the lower reaches of the Underway. They’re said to have a whole city down there, with underground rivers, power supplies, magical machinery, and all kinds of other things. Recently, however, they’ve been coming up to the higher reaches of the Underway, and some of them have even been going up top. They want something, rumor has it, something for their city—no one knows what—and so they need to trade for it. Ambassadors from the ratmen came to us six months ago, asking for an alliance and saying that they would pay us to go up top and trade on their behalf.”  
 
    Marcus shuddered. “We said no, of course. The ratmen are our sworn enemies, and we are not interested in helping them. But the Slayers, they’re mostly interested in profit. If there’s money in it, they’ll do it, and so it seems that the ratmen and the Sewer Slayers have made a trading alliance allowing the ratmen to get whatever it is they’re needing via the smugglers.”  
 
    “It sounds dangerous,” said Ella.  
 
    Marcus shrugged. “Perhaps. But the Gutter Gang generally keeps out of the way of the other dwellers on the Underway. We’re in a very defendable spot, and we don’t really have anything major that anyone else would want.”  
 
    “Until now,” Ella pointed out. 
 
    Marcus looked at her. “What, you mean the dungeons?”  
 
    “The dungeons, the gold they bring. It won’t be long until word of what’s happening begins to spread. Where there’s wealth, there’s people who want to take it. You’ll need to be prepared to defend the Gutter Gang as well as level them up. That’s why it’s important to make progress on developing your dungeons quickly.”  
 
    “Well, now’s the time. Look, we’re here.”  
 
    As they’d been talking, they had made good progress. Now, they stood up on top of a dark stone plinth, looking up a flight of steps that led out into a moonlit square. They walked up the stairs, Hammer trailing close to heel and Ella hanging back a little.  
 
    “See out there,” said Marcus, pointing, “there’s the plaza. You’ll need to wait here; I’ll go and talk to the duelists. I’ll place the dungeon entrance here, at the bottom of the steps, so that they won’t need to come too far into the Underway to find the dungeon.”  
 
    Marcus took out his sphere and consulted his internal spell library. Place Crucible was right at the top of the options. His spell library was able to present him with the spell he was looking for, and that was very useful. He wanted to look further into the options for customizing the library, but now was not the time.  
 
    “Hold the sphere against the wall and activate the spell,” said Ella, excited. 
 
    He did as she instructed. As soon as he had said the spell, the sphere vanished. It felt as if it had just melted into the wall. There was a glow of light, and an option floated up in front of Marcus’s face.  
 
      
 
    Crucible: Reveal 
 
    Crucible: Conceal 
 
      
 
    Marcus selected the top option, and immediately the wooded, iron-studded door appeared. He placed his hand on the handle and pushed it slightly open. Torchlight shone out into the darkened passage, and he could hear the sound of clanking and hissing from the far end of the corridor.  
 
    Hammer held back, but Ella followed as he headed out of the Underway. She would hang back, using her Brief Invisibility spell to stay out of sight.  
 
    In the plaza outside, Marcus found what he was expecting—the regular gathering of duelists at their nightly activities of drinking, insulting each other, and competing in games of chance or of physical skill and strength.  
 
    This exit from the Underway was the only one generally known about by people from up above. It emerged out of a low brick wall, through an archway about four feet high into a narrow lane behind the wall of an innyard. For the people who lived aboveground in Kraken City, the existence of the underway was not a secret, but it was so irrelevant to most of them that no one ever thought about it. For a challenge, maybe, some young adventurer might enter the Underway via the entrance at the Duelists’ Plaza, but those who did found it both eerie and disappointing. It was so vast that there was seldom any enemy to be found so close to an entrance, and unless you knew your way about, the danger of getting lost was great.  
 
    For most people, the entrance to the underway was something they were aware of as an afterthought, and for that reason this entrance had never been blocked or covered. It let out into an alleyway behind a tavern, and the alleyway curved around the backyard of the tavern before opening into Duelists’ Plaza, as it was known.  
 
    The plaza’s main feature was that it was surrounded by taverns on every side. All these taverns catered to the duelists, or to those who traded with, or had some other connection with, the duelists’ guild. The taverns were big, well-appointed, bright and clean; the guild was a wealthy one and the duelists were a respected class in the docklands. The biggest of the taverns—a three-storied edifice named The Challenger’s Blade—occupied most of the plaza’s seaward side. It towered over the plaza and over the other, smaller inns and boarding-houses. A merry racket of voices, music, and clinking cups and cutlery poured out from it and filled the dark evening air.  
 
    Marcus stepped out of the alleyway and into the plaza. It was big, and decorated with many benches, rows of handsome trees, and an elaborate water fountain in the center. Lamps lit the plaza, hanging from ornately carved iron poles. The ground was white flagstones, the same as much of the docklands. All around the square, on the low walls, on the benches, or standing in the shadows under the trees, were the figures of the duelists.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    It was a dangerous place to come if you did not know what you were doing, especially for a young man. Any man who walked into the plaza with a sword at his hip was likely to be challenged, and challenges in the square often led to bloodshed or even death. A man not of the guild who died in Duelists’ Plaza was not likely to get justice from the city guard. Marcus made certain that his dagger, hidden in his boot, could not be seen, then stepped out into the square.  
 
    Almost immediately, a young man swaggered over to him, backed by two buddies. All three wore long, wicked-looking rapiers at their sides. They were dressed in elaborate, brightly colored clothes, with rich cloaks hanging to their boots. The duelists favored knee-high boots of supple leather, and these three were no exception. They had wide-brimmed hats decorated with exotic feathers, and the current fashion was for them to style their beards and mustaches into elaborate twirls and sharp spikes.  
 
    Marcus approached with his arms spread and his cloak thrown back, so that they could all see that he wore no blade at his hip.  
 
    The first young man approached him and looked him up and down with a disdainful expression.  
 
    “What do you want here, stranger?” he asked curtly. “You look like no merchant, and it’s plain to see that you’re no guildsman either. Are you lost? If so, your safest bet would be to go back to wherever you came from and seek another road.”  
 
    Courtesy was crucial when dealing with the duelists, Marcus knew. They were notoriously prickly, and even his lack of a sword would not necessarily save him from being challenged. With his newly enhanced physical prowess, he thought that he would certainly be able to give this young buck a run for his money in a trial of strength if it came to it, but that was not why he was here.  
 
    “I humbly beg your pardon, master,” he said deferentially, bowing his head, “but I have come to the plaza of the most honorable duelists for a reason. I have come with an offer for a duelist who is willing to take up a challenge.”  
 
    The young man’s eyes flashed, and he laid his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Speak the challenge,” he demanded in a cold voice. Marcus, keeping his eyes lowered, pointed up the alleyway.  
 
    “Up there,” he said, “there is an entrance to the old tunnels that lead down below the city.”  
 
    “I know that,” said the duelist, sounding interested despite himself. “What of it then?” 
 
    “A little way down the tunnel there is a door, and behind the door, there is a powerful enemy—a monstrous bladehand made of metal and magic. He can be killed—a blade through the eye may do it—but only a fast and nimble man may attempt it.”  
 
    “A bladehand?” said the young man. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. Look me in the eye, man.”  
 
    Marcus looked up and gazed straight into the young man’s dark eyes. The duelist took a step toward him and glared at him, then said, “You do not lie. I know what a liar looks and sounds like, and you are not one. But why should I fight this creature for you?”  
 
    “When the creature dies,” said Marcus quietly, “gold will be the reward. A stack of at least a hundred golden tower coins, to be exact.”  
 
    The duelist’s companions glanced at each other. A hundred golden towers was a small fortune in Kraken City, and even between the three of them it would be a rich reward for killing one enemy. Their leader kept his eyes fixed on Marcus.  
 
    “What you are describing,” he said softly, “is a dungeon chamber like one of those from the ancient legends. Such a thing has not been heard of for generations, and never had been heard of in Kraken City. The old dungeons were stamped out in the Kingdom of Doran, and that’s the only place they were ever known to exist. How can this be, stranger, and who are you to come here bringing this news?”  
 
    Marcus looked the young man in the eye and did not blink. He was beginning to like this duelist. “I,” he said, “am the dungeon master.”  
 
    One of the man’s companions gave a bark of derisive laughter, but the young leader held up a hand to shut him up. He took a step closer to Marcus.  
 
    “Do you know my name, dungeon master?” he asked.  
 
    Marcus shook his head.  
 
    “I am Jonah the Thrice-Blooded,” he said, “named so for my skill in the duel. I have killed three men outright, despite only being a journeyman for a year. I have the quickest draw of any in the guild, and my honor is unmatched. What is your name?” 
 
    “Marcus,” Marcus replied. “Marcus…” The Exile? No. “Marcus of the Underway, the Master of Evolutions.”  
 
    “And what would you ask in return for bringing us this information, Marcus?” Jonah replied with a small smile.  
 
    Marcus grinned. Their game was over, and they both knew it. “Ten per cent,” he said immediately.  
 
    “Done!” said Jonah, returning the grin. He held out a gloved hand, and Marcus gripped it for a moment. “We’ll take out this enemy of yours,” he said, “and if all is as you say it is, we will give you ten per cent of the loot, as you request. Lead on!” 
 
    Jonah’s companions looked less sure about taking on the challenge than their leader did, but their honor as duelists left them no option but to follow Jonah and Marcus to the end of the alley and up, into the dark entrance of the Underway. Jonah drew his rapier, and his companions followed suit.  
 
    “There are traps,” Marcus said. “Be wary. Once you reach the chamber, the gates will close, and you will have to defeat the bladehand before you can leave. He is vulnerable to fire, remember that. Good luck to you.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jonah the Thrice-Blooded showed no hesitation as he pushed the door open and stepped inside, sword drawn. His companions, Jek and Tyler, followed warily behind him, blades drawn. Jek gave one last suspicious look at Marcus as they entered, then plunged in.  
 
    The corridor was dim but for the torchlight.  
 
    “Grab one of those brands to light the way,” ordered Jonah in a terse whisper.  
 
    Tyler obeyed, pulling a heavy torch from a sconce and holding it up. The bright flickering light flooded the corridor ahead of them. Tyler took the lead, pushing the torch out in front of him in his left hand with his drawn rapier in his right.  
 
    When they reached the falling rocks trap, Tyler noticed the pressure-sensitive floor trigger in the flickering torchlight.  
 
    “Hold,” he said sharply, and his companions stopped behind him.  
 
    “What is it?” demanded Jonah, and his companion pointed to the floor. There was a round, flat area in the middle of the uneven corridor floor, and it had a single rune faintly carved into it.  
 
    “A trap,” muttered Jonah. “Go around.”  
 
    The three stepped carefully around the pressure trigger, passing without triggering the trap.  
 
    The corridor broadened and became higher, and they could hear the clanking and hissing sounds of the bladehand moving in the chamber beyond. Jonah, who was an experienced and highly trained duelist, did not feel fear exactly, but he certainly felt a tingle of anticipation as he approached the brightly lit corner up ahead.  
 
    At the last moment, he spotted the tripwire.  
 
    “Careful,” he hissed, and all three came to an abrupt halt. From the chamber around the corner, the clanking stopped. A long, low groaning sound—like a tortured soul encased inside a metal box—echoed through the corridor.  
 
    He pointed at the tripwire and his companions stopped. “Step over,” he ordered, and they all did so with great care. The second trap had been successfully avoided.  
 
    Now they were right at the corner. Jonah stuck his head around—the bladehand stood in front of him. 
 
    It filled the doorway, blocking any view of the chamber beyond. As soon as it saw Jonah, it roared angrily. It was too big to fit through the doorway, but it stuck one of its swords down the corridor and Jonah had to pull his face back quickly. After a moment, the sword retreated. Jonah heard two heavy steps moving away from the door.  
 
    “Give me the torch,” he said, reaching out a hand. Tyler gave it to him without a word, and Jonah stuck his head around again.  
 
    The monster stood a little way away from the doorway now, and Jonah saw its four swords rotating menacingly around the cold, expressionless metal facemask. It stepped forward again, but Jonah flung the flaming torch as hard as he could at it. He could tell that the torch used some kind of thick, flammable accelerant like oil or pitch, and he was gambling that the flaming liquid would stick to the bladehand’s outer armor and cause it some distress, even if it didn’t actually damage it.  
 
    He was right. 
 
    The torch hit the bladehand in the face, and a thick gout of flaming tar was smeared onto the metal. The flames flared up around the bladehand’s face. The monster took three steps backward, roaring and waving its swords around, beating at the flames.  
 
    That was the opportunity Jonah needed.  
 
    “Now!” he shouted, and his two companions followed him as he dashed at full speed into the long, brightly lit bladehand chamber. The monster reeled back, temporarily blinded by the flames that engulfed its golden mask.  
 
    The three duelists were in the chamber. Jonah shouted orders. His two companions ran to grab torches, one from either side of the chamber, and then flung them at the monster. As before, the flaming tar that powered the torches left long streaks of thick, burning tar on the bladehand’s body.  
 
    Fire seemed to be its weakness, and it retreated again, giving ground. Jonah advanced, his eyes on the monster’s face, as his two companions grabbed the next set of torches from the wall and flung them too, leaving two more burning streaks of tar on the bladehand’s front.  
 
    Again and again, they did this, until they had herded the monster nearly the whole way back down the chamber. The torches mostly remained alight when they landed on the ground after bouncing off the bladehand, so the duelists picked them up and flung them again before grabbing new ones.  
 
    By the time the monster had backed up against the far wall of the chamber, nearly all the rest of the room was in darkness. A pile of torches lay around the monster’s gigantic feet, some still alight, others flickering out.  
 
    The bladehand itself was wreathed in flame. There seemed to be some flammable element to the creature—what it was Jonah could not tell—that meant it was set alight of its own accord when the flames hit it. Streaks of burning tar coated its face and body, but black smoke plumed out from its insides and white steamed hissed. 
 
    It did not seem to be any less deadly for that, however, and something told Jonah that the fire alone would not kill it. He would need to do as the dungeon master had said, and put his blade through the monster’s eye.  
 
    That meant getting close.  
 
    “The flames will not last forever,” he said to his two men. “We need to press our advantage. Swords at the ready, cover me while I get in close.”  
 
    Jonah was the quickest of the three, and the others would do what he said willingly. Tyler took the left and Jek took the right, while Jonah charged straight at the monster’s face.  
 
    The bladehand was blinded by the flames. Jek caught the monster’s clumsy blow with his whip-thin razor-sharp steel. Tyler spun and deflected a golden sword, while Jonah cut to the right and the left to knock back the monster’s downward strikes.  
 
    Tyler’s blade sang through the air as he delivered a ringing blow to the midpoint of the creature’s arm, where the elbow joint was. The blade cut between armor plating and crunched into the fine mechanical components that secured the bladehand’s arm to its body. The arm spasmed and then fell to the ground.  
 
    Jek, delivering a flurry of blows against two swords at once, held the monster’s right side at bay, but didn’t do much damage. 
 
    His two companions bought him all the time he needed. Jonah flung himself upward into the black smoke and flame that surrounded the creature’s face. He raised his sword like a lance and plunged it through the eye-socket of the bladehand.  
 
    The creature bent backward, flinging its hands up into the air. Sudden fire blasted from every crack in its armor plating. The three adventurers were flung backward. Jek and Tyler lost their hats, but Jonah managed to keep his. He had lost his sword, however, but as he stepped back across the floor away from the bladehand, he saw its hilt sticking out of the creature’s eye.  
 
    “Ah, my jacket!” howled Tyler. “Help!” Jonah looked up and saw that his friend was on fire. He’d got some of the flaming tar on himself and was now flailing about with flame climbing his back. Jek and Jonah, laughing, grabbed their friend and hauled his jacket off, and Jek flung it into the fire that was consuming the bladehand.  
 
    All three men got to their feet and jogged back down the room as the bladehand exploded in a thunderous ball of dirty orange flame and thick black smoke. The noise was deafening, but when they raised their heads, the first thing they all saw was not the wreck of the bladehand, but the generous stack of gold coins that sat midway between them and the pile of twisted and blackened metal that had been their enemy.  
 
    “Everyone all right?” asked Jonah. He was pleased to hear that there was no tremor in his voice.  
 
    “I’m unhurt,” said Jek, but there was a distinct tremor in his voice. 
 
    “Except for my jacket, my hat, one boot, and both my damned eyebrows I’m unhurt as well,” confirmed Tyler in a shaky voice. All three laughed. Tyler was missing his eyebrows, his beard, and a chunk of his curly brown hair as well, but they would all grow back.  
 
    “You’re lucky to have gotten off so lightly!” said Jek. “You might have been killed in that blast!” 
 
    “True enough,” said Tyler sagely. “And I guess those coins will buy me a new and better jacket, and a hat too.”  
 
    “And they’ll buy me a sword also,” said Jonah. “There’s more than a hundred coins here, too, look!”  
 
    As the adventurers examined their prize, they found that the amount was closer to two hundred. The coins were heavy and slightly warm, the pictures and lettering on them perfectly clear, as if they had been minted that very day. All three men looked at each other in wonder and excitement as they divided the coins into three piles, then put a tenth into a separate pile to use as their fee to the dungeon master.  
 
    “I have an idea,” Jonah said. “What if we offer the dungeon master twenty percent, but on the condition that we are the only duelists who are allowed to run the dungeon? If we have exclusive rights to it among the duelists, we’ll be able to buy better gear and privileges than any of the other men in the guild. If the others are allowed to run it as well, then riches may quickly come to mean little among us.”  
 
    The others agreed that this was a good idea, and so they each set a second tenth pile aside to give the dungeon master if he accepted their offer.  
 
    “What’s to stop anyone else from coming down here and finding the dungeon anyway?” asked Tyler, who was the youngest of the three.  
 
    “Ah,” Jonah said, “you know little of the legends of dungeons. The dungeon master will have control over who can see the entrance. Only those the master decrees may enter. Everyone knows that.”  
 
    “I don’t,” protested Tyler. “How can everyone know it if I don’t?”  
 
    “You do now,” Jek pointed out. “So now everyone does know.”  
 
    Tyler screwed up his face as he tried to work that out. He was a good duelist, quick on the draw and accurate with his cuts, but he was not the smartest man the guild had ever trained.  
 
    They found the exit, gold clinking in their pouches as they crossed the threshold.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Outside, Marcus waited patiently by the door. Ella had reappeared and sat cross-legged nearby him, her gossamer wings folded over and her straw-colored faerie hair as wild as ever. “So you think they’ll manage to beat the bladehand?” she asked Marcus after they had waited for a while. 
 
    “The duelists are some of the best fighters in Kraken,” Marcus replied. “And there are three of them. I’m sure they’ll manage it.”  
 
    “I’m amazed that worked,” Ella said, shaking her head. “It sounds like such a ludicrous tale, I thought they’d laugh at you and refuse to come.”  
 
    Marcus grinned. “You don’t know these duelists as I do. They are taught to recognize a liar as part of their training, and they have such a prickly sense of honor that they can never back down from a fight—it’s just not an option for them. Also, most people have heard about the old legends of dungeons, though fewer have heard about faeries, and I’m sure that in Kraken City you, me, and Diremage Xeron are the only people who know about the connection between faeries and dungeons. That’s a secret that I’ll keep to myself.”  
 
    Marcus heard the sound of footsteps, laughter, and chatter coming down the corridor. Ella retreated into the shadows and cloaked herself in invisibility, but Marcus stood smiling as he awaited the return of his adventurers.  
 
    He grinned as they came out into the corridor. They looked like they’d had a serious fight. One of them was missing a boot, a jacket, and a lot of his hair, two of them were missing their hats, and Jonah, their leader, had lost his sword. All three had pockets clearly bulging with coins.  
 
    “Well, my friends,” Marcus greeted them cordially. “You seem to have done well. Was that to your liking?”  
 
    “A most excellent fight!” Jonah declared, pumping Marcus’s hand enthusiastically. “An excellent fight, and a generous reward, as promised!”  
 
    He pulled a stack of gold coins from his pocket and made a show of counting them before handing them to Marcus. “The reward was even more than you said it would be! We are very pleased, and here’s your tenth, but now I have a proposal for you, dungeon master.”  
 
    Jonah leaned in conspiratorially and spoke quietly, while his men looked on. “I suggest a new arrangement. My friends and I would like to purchase exclusive rights to run your dungeon, and in exchange, we would offer a higher percentage of the proceeds.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus frowned. “Exclusive rights? I don’t think I could do that. I could offer you exclusive rights among the duelists, but not among all the people of the world.” 
 
    Jonah laughed. “Ah, of course not. And I wouldn’t ask it! No, no, just among the duelists.”  
 
    Marcus made a show of thinking about it, and frowned.  
 
    Jonah, watching the other man’s face closely, waited for a moment before speaking again. “And to show our commitment to being the elite dungeon runner team that we believe we can become,” he said seriously, “we want to offer you a fifth of our take —twenty percent —on the condition that we will be allowed exclusive rights to be the only members of the duelists guilds who are allowed to run the dungeons.”  
 
    “Well, that’s certainly a generous offer!” Marcus said, furrowing his brow and pausing to pretend to think about the deal. It was, without a doubt, one that would greatly benefit him. He hardly needed to think about it, but it never paid to let the other party know that. “I accept,” he said after a long pause.  
 
    They shook on it, and Jonah handed over a further tenth of their takings. The other two looked a little wistfully at the gold coins clinking into Marcus’s pocket, but they raised no objections.  
 
    “Come here again in a week from now, if you want to run the dungeon again,” Marcus said, and they agreed that they would.  
 
    As Marcus watched the three swordsmen walking away back toward the Duelists’ Plaza, Ella appeared behind him, floating at his shoulder as was her usual way.  
 
    “I never thought duelists would be so foolish,” said Marcus with a chuckle once the duelists were well out of earshot.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Ella asked. “Didn’t they do well?”  
 
    “Oh, they did well all right,” he replied, “but I was going to give them exclusive rights to the dungeon anyway, for the same tenth we’d already agreed. They negotiated their own price up when they didn’t have to.”  
 
    He turned and went back to the dungeon doorway. Holding up a hand, the available spells appeared.  
 
      
 
    Crucible chamber: New elements detected: 
 
    Begin Gestation Phase 
 
    Delay Gestation Phase 
 
      
 
    Marcus chose Begin and spoke the spell. The door slammed closed, and there was a rumbling noise like rolling boulders from behind the door. He spoke the spell to lift the dungeon from its place and held out a hand.  
 
    As before, the door disappeared and a bubbling, boiling effect washed over the blank stone. A bright light shone onto Marcus’s hand, became intense, and then manifested into the warm, familiar glass sphere.  
 
      
 
    Dungeon Master: Level 2 
 
    Dungeon Chambers: 2 
 
    Dungeons Fights: 2 
 
    Progress to next chamber: 100% 
 
    New Chamber Available! 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Marcus said. “We got a serious level increase from that fight! There’s a new chamber ready to be created.”  
 
    “I told you that you would get a big boost from having adventurers!” Ella replied.  
 
    He tossed the dungeon sphere up into the air and caught it, whistling a tune as he slipped it back into his robe pocket and grinning. “That went really well,” he said to Ella as they started back up the corridor, headed for the Gutter Gang’s base.  
 
    After they’d gone on in silent thought for a while, Ella asked, “Why were you planning to give them exclusive rights to the dungeon running? Wouldn’t it benefit you to have more people running the dungeon, not less?”  
 
    Marcus shook his head. “I’ve been selling things in Kraken City all my life,” he replied. “You see, exclusivity is as important as the thing itself. Yes, I want people to come and run the dungeons, but I don’t want everyone doing it. I don’t want it to become normal. If it’s just those three, then I have a chance to see what effect I have on the economy in general, and see what happens when word gets out about the dungeons. You’ll notice that I didn’t make them promise silence?” 
 
    “I did notice that, yes…”  
 
    “We’ll need to be careful, but it wouldn’t do for no one to know about the dungeons. Given the chance, the duelists are terrible gossips. They’ll spread the rumor, and they’ll exaggerate their part in it until we become legends.”  
 
    “Still, surely more dungeon runners would be better?”  
 
    He looked at her. “No! Not yet, at any rate. We don’t want it to become a fairground. We want to ease in slowly, see what happens. I’m looking for one or two teams, maybe three at most. Once the dungeons evolve and get bigger, well, maybe then we can scale up, but until then I want to progress at a pace that’s manageable.”  
 
    Ella didn’t seem entirely convinced about that, but she accepted that he was the dungeon master. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “you know the people of Kraken City better than I do, that’s for sure. If you say this is the best way to introduce them to the concept of the dungeons, I’m not going to contradict you.”  
 
    “This is best,” he said, glancing at her. “Trust me.”  
 
    She nodded thoughtfully. “I do.” 
 
    They returned to the Gutter Gang’s base without incident, and immediately headed back to the grove chamber. As before, Hammer took his leave of them, joining the guard at the barricade, as had become his custom. The guard welcomed him with a bite to eat and a scratch behind the ears and a kind word, and Hammer accepted all three gladly before settling down at the feet of the guard and going to sleep.  
 
    Back in the gray, blank room below Marcus’s old bed-nook, he spoke the spell to reveal the entrance to the grove. He and Ella stepped inside.  
 
    It was night in the grove chamber, with a thick blanket of stars across a deep blue sky. A low moon hung above one edge of the grove, and the campfire by the trees was alight.  
 
    The campfire by the trees crackled, as if to greet them as they approached. 
 
    “I swear this grove has a life of its own,” Marcus said as he looked around, breathing the fresh night air.  
 
    Ella gave him an odd look. “Well, yes,” she said. “That’s how it works.” She smiled. “I guess you’re coming to learn that.”  
 
    He smiled. “I guess I am.”  
 
    The grove had increased in size again while they had been away. This time, it wasn’t so much that the area covered had increased, but everything in the grove had gotten bigger. The two trees had been joined by a third. The original two had increased in girth and height, their white bark shining in the moonlight, their leaves rustling gently in the warm breeze. The new one was smaller, younger, and placed a little away from the first two.  
 
    Over by the waterfall, Marcus saw that the rough stone wall that had been there since last time had grown to become a stone platform that extended out into the water. Statues spotted the platform, surrounding a seat. The pool was wide and deep now, and the waterfall seemed broader and stronger too.  
 
    Marcus stretched, smiling. “Such a beautiful spot.”  
 
    Ella, who was flying serenely around the little camp area, came back over to him and touched his shoulder with a tiny hand. “I agree,” she said. “This is you, here in the grove. This is you that you’re seeing here.”  
 
    “Me?” he asked with a twisting smile. They began to walk over toward the cliff-edge where they had placed the dungeon chamber before. “What do you mean, it’s me that I’m seeing here? That doesn’t make any sense!”  
 
    “Oh, but it does! I keep telling you that it’s your intention, your inner quality, that is core to the dungeons. That’s why this is so wholesome, so good. The entrance chamber, the first chamber, is always a reflection of the inner quality of the dungeon master, mixed with the qualities of the ingredients that went into the entrance’s evolution.”  
 
    “Those ingredients being you, of course,” he said.  
 
    “That’s right. This chamber is the interaction between your inner nature and my grove element, combined to create this peaceful place.”  
 
    “And what about the combat areas of the dungeon? Are they a reflection of myself as well?” 
 
    “Oh, no!” she laughed. “No, that’s just pure dungeon mechanics!” Her laughter was like the waterfall, a tinkling, splashing sound quite unlike a human laugh. He smiled fondly at her. Marcus was becoming quite fond of this weird little being.  
 
    He was very glad the Gutter Gang had just accepted her too. Of course, the Gutter Gang were good at accepting outsiders, but Marcus had thought that a tiny, flying, insectoid faerie might have been too much even for them. He was glad to have been proved wrong.  
 
    When they reached the cliff-face, Marcus placed the dungeon again and checked to see if the gestation phase was complete. It was.  
 
    “I wonder what ingredients the duelists left in the chamber to gestate?” he asked.  
 
    “They looked as if they lost their hats, some boots, a jacket, and a sword,” said Ella.  
 
    “Yes, and some facial hair!” Marcus added. They both laughed. “I wonder what those ingredients will have evolved into then?”  
 
    “The hats were decorated with feathers,” Ella said thoughtfully. “Animal ingredients are always interesting when they are added to a dungeon. You often get some large evolution of the animal those ingredients came from.”  
 
    “Really? That’s useful to know. What about adding a new chamber, though? If there’s more monsters in the same chamber, it’s going to get pretty crowded.”  
 
    “Ooh, yes,” said Ella. “Check your spells. If I’m right, there should be the option to add a new chamber and rearrange the monsters a little bit. You don’t have total control over what goes where—the dungeon has a life of its own, as you say—but you do get some say in it, particularly when it comes to moving and rearranging the dungeons.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus was about to ask how on earth he was supposed to arrange dungeon chambers when a shimmering light appeared in front of his hand. He held his palm out, and something began to take shape below it.  
 
    “What in the…?” he asked.  
 
    “Just go with it,” said Ella, sounding breathlessly excited.  
 
    The light shone up from the ground and down from Marcus’s hand, meeting in the middle to form a swirling cloud of brightly lit particles. The light coalesced into a form—a cylinder four feet thick and four feet high, with a flat top. It shone with an internal light so that they could see its shape even in the moonlight.  
 
    “It’s a table!” Marcus exclaimed as the formation process stopped and the object became clear to see. He took his hand away and saw, to his delight, a little model on top of the table. It seemed to be carved out of stone. He leaned closer to look.  
 
    “What is it?” said Ella curiously, flying closer.  
 
    The realization of what it was hit them both at the same time. “It’s the dungeon!” They said together.  
 
    A perfect little model of the space in which they now stood manifested on top of the strange magical table. The grove was perfectly rendered, miniature trees, waterfall, and campfire all in place. And here, at the face of one of the cliffs, a model corridor led to the miniature bladehand chamber.  
 
    In that chamber, the bladehand itself could be seen, a little model of the monster no bigger than Marcus’s thumb. But there was something else in there with it.  
 
    “What’s that?” he said, peering closer, but he couldn’t see properly. Something dark was there, a figure, or more than one—they flickered in and out as he looked at them.  
 
    “Those must be the new monsters,” Ella said, “but because you’ve not been in and looked at them, you can’t see them properly yet on the model.”  
 
    “But what’s the purpose of this?” Marcus asked in bewilderment.  
 
    “Well, what’s that at the edge of the table?” Ella asked in reply.  
 
    Marcus looked where she pointed. At the edge of the table was a little pile of model chambers. There were corridors, too, and after a moment, Marcus realized what they were for.  
 
    “It’s more chambers!” he said, laughing. “This table allows me to add new chambers and rearrange the current ones!”  
 
    “That’s how I read it,” Ella agreed. “Though I’ve never seen or heard of anything like this before. All the dungeon lore I’ve ever known says that the dungeon master must go into the dungeons to create new chambers. This is… original.”  
 
    Marcus grinned happily at her. “I’ve always loved models,” he confessed. “Miniatures, toy soldiers, anything like that. Love it. That must be why this happened.” 
 
    “That would certainly fit,” Ella said. “I wonder what those runes are?” She was pointing to a line of complex symbols that ran round the edge of the tabletop. They were red and green, carved into the black shining surface of the table.  
 
    “You don’t recognize the letters?” Marcus asked.  
 
    The faerie shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like them before. It’s not any language you’ve seen either?”  
 
    “Nope,” said Marcus, scratching his head. “I know a lot of the elvish and human scripts they use in Doran and the orkish scripts of the Gronwold, and even some of the elven scripts from the old days, but I don’t recognize these at all.”  
 
    “Strange,” Ella said, “maybe we’ll find out what the letters say in time. Anyway, what can you do with the table?”  
 
    “Well,” Marcus said, leaning close. “I think that if I just do this…” He leaned over the table and began moving the elements about, shifting the dungeon chamber outward, adding another one, and connecting them with a corridor. From the cliff beside them where the entrance to the dungeon was, there was a grinding, rumbling noise, like stone on stone.  
 
      
 
    Dungeon Master: Level 2 
 
    Dungeon Chambers: 3 
 
    Dungeons Fights: 2 
 
    Progress to next chamber: 0% 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Marcus exclaimed. “It works! I’ve done it! I’ve added a new chamber and placed the new monsters in that one. Now, you start with the new monsters in a chamber of their own, and then move on to fight the bladehand in a separate chamber. I’m going to test it out!”  
 
    Marcus found that he could disperse and summon the model table just by willing it. Unlike other magic, this required no spoken spell. That was interesting, because he’d never heard of magic like that before. Magic was always performed by a spoken spell in his experience. Summoning the dungeon table was more like using a muscle. He dispersed it for now and then turned to the dungeon again and raised a hand to the door.  
 
    As before, the door had been covered by a thick swathe of ivy, but this was swept aside by the spell. Marcus plunged in.  
 
    The new corridor was broader and straighter than the old one, and it climbed slightly upwards. The corridor was strangely warm, and he wondered what he was going to meet when he got to the end.  
 
    Marcus kept an eye open for traps as he went. He hadn’t forgotten how close he’d come to being crushed by rocks on his first dungeon adventure. Sure, Ella said that nothing in the dungeon would be out of his abilities to defeat, but that didn’t mean he was incapable of making stupid mistakes. He didn’t want to be complacent, not ever.  
 
    So, when he triggered the trap, he was ready. It was a pressure plate, and he didn’t see it until the moment his foot touched the trigger rune. The ground flipped, a whole section of the corridor’s floor swinging away to reveal a pit filled with deadly spikes. As the section of floor swung away, Marcus leaped into the air, landing on the edge of the pit and wobbling for a moment before getting his balance.  
 
    He looked down from the edge of the pit. He caught a glimpse of a ten foot drop down onto a forest of barbed steel, then the panel swung into place again with a thud.  
 
    Too close for comfort! he thought. Ella said there had been instances where a dungeon master had been killed in their own dungeons. He didn’t want to join them. 
 
    With exaggerated care, he carried on up the corridor. Next time he saw a rune on the ground, he stopped. As before, oil-soaked flaming torches in sconces still lined the corridor. Marcus grabbed one to use to trigger the trap from a distance.  
 
    Taking careful aim, he tossed the torch at the rune, and it landed perfectly. There was a grinding of gears, and then a section of the roof slammed down with enormous force. It pressed there for a moment and then retracted back to the ceiling. Flames burst up from the crushed, almost unrecognizable remains of the torch.  
 
    “I guess I’d be crushed and unrecognizable too if that had hit me!” Marcus exclaimed. That was significantly more dangerous than the spike pit. As he moved very carefully past the rune, he reflected on how he felt about people being killed in the dungeon. It was bound to happen at some point. When it did, how would he feel about it? He had killed men before, with no compunction whatsoever, but somehow this felt different.  
 
    I suppose, he thought, so long as adventurers enter the dungeon knowing that death is a risk, then there’s no problem. He thought of men he had killed in the past—guards, soldiers, bandits or robbers who’d tried to take his stuff. I’ve never killed anyone who hadn’t known they were putting themselves at risk of death. 
 
    It was true. That was at the heart of it. Through the dungeons, Marcus would be providing people with the opportunity to gain riches by prowess in combat. So long as nobody ever thought it would be easy or risk-free, he figured he would be able to live with himself if and when people died.  
 
    “Eyes on the prize, Marcus,” he told himself. He was coming to the end of the corridor, and he couldn’t afford to be engaged in puzzling out moral dilemmas right now. The new monsters would be near.  
 
    He leaned around the end of the corridor. There was a tall, thin doorway here and beyond it a round chamber with a high ceiling opened up. As with the bladehand chamber, this one was also lit with flickering torches placed in sconces on the walls.  
 
    But this chamber was different from the bladehand one in other ways. The bladehand chamber was floored with sand, but this one seemed to be made with white flagstones, like the Duelists’ Plaza. And, to his surprise, there were trees here—four trees, laid out in a square. In the middle of the chamber, a statue of a woman rested on a tall stone fountain. Water gushed from the woman’s mouth, cascading down the stonework into a wide pool.  
 
    It was like Duelists’ Plaza. That also had trees and a fountain at the center. Marcus looked around warily. Where were the monsters? Were they going to be duelists themselves?  
 
    And then he saw them. They detached themselves from the shadows at the base of the trees much like the duelists in the plaza did. Four of them, one for each tree, emerged. They were all armed with long, sharp rapiers that gleamed deadly in the torchlight.  
 
    They were duelists, he saw, dressed in flamboyant clothing and high boots, with red cloaks and wide-brimmed hats. But there was something subtly wrong about them. He stepped into the chamber and heard the gate behind him slam closed. That was like the bladehand chamber, for sure. He was trapped in here until he had defeated these enemies.  
 
    Marcus began to circle around the outside of the chamber, looking at his foes. They came on lazily, slow, not hurrying. Their faces… he couldn’t make them out at first, but then he realized that it was not that he couldn’t make them out.  
 
    They had no faces.  
 
    Between the rims of their wide hats and the extravagantly turned-up collars of their brightly colored shirts, there was only an amorphous blackness, a space of shadow broken only by a faint glimmer of red eyes. Their hands, too, were no hands, but just shadows, areas of deep darkness that shifted unsettlingly as the torch light flickered on them.  
 
    What have I created here? Marcus thought as he looked at them. But he hadn’t created them—the dungeon had made them. The dungeon had a life of its own.  
 
    He would be well advised to concentrate on killing them.  
 
    No sword, he thought. It would have been good to have a sword, and yet he felt up to the challenge of taking on these four shadowy duelists. He would only have to defeat one of them to get a sword. In the meantime, he still had his dagger, as well as the torches all around the wall.  
 
    The torches. These would be his first weapons. He grabbed one, wrenching it from its sconce. As he did so, one of the four shadow-duelists surged forward, running at him with his sword raised and his shadowy off-hand outstretched as if to grab Marcus’s throat.  
 
    Marcus saw that the other three held back, as if watching to see what would happen. Speaking the spell to conjure the Fleetfoot buff, Marcus dodged to the side to avoid a killing blow from the shadow-duelist’s blade. The cutting edge of the razor-sharp rapier whistled through the air, but before his enemy could raise the sword for another strike, Marcus smashed the head of the torch into the space where its face should have been.  
 
    The shadow-duelist’s scream sounded as if it was very far away or deep under the ground. The duelist did not relinquish his sword, but he flailed in the air as the oil from the torch caught in the collar of his shirt and singed the edge of his hat. Shadowy as the face might be, there was something there. The head of the torch did not pass through the duelist’s head, and it left a flaming deposit of burning tar where the face would have been.  
 
    The duelist screamed again, a horrible, thin sound. The other three were beginning to advance in a line, swords outstretched toward Marcus. He didn’t have much time before they were on him.  
 
    “Ultimate Stealth,” he whispered, and activated the spell.  
 
    The duelists glanced at each other, moving slowly and seeming confused. Marcus was sure they could still see him, but their image of him would be confusing to their eyes.  
 
    He spun around, darting behind the duelist he’d hit with the torch. He dragged the shadow-body around to face its fellows. Then, quick as a striking snake with his Fleetfoot spell still active, he punched his dagger up into the shadow-man’s body, where the heart would have been.  
 
    This time, instead of a scream, the shadow-man disintegrated. His clothes fell shapeless and empty to the flagged floor, and Marcus leaned forward and grabbed the rapier from the place the shadowy hand had been.  
 
    “Now, you shady dungeon creeps,” he growled, taking up a sword-fighting stance. “Let’s see what you can do.”  
 
    The straight sword had of course been part of his training at the thieves guild, but it had never been Marcus’s favorite weapon, nor his best. Now, it felt like it was part of him, an extension of his body that quivered in readiness to respond to his every move. It was more than just speed—he felt like he’d been born to the blade.  
 
    This is amazing, he thought. This must be the effect of being the Master of Evolutions. I was always able to fight, but now I feel like I’m a master of the fencing arts! 
 
    He balanced on the balls of his feet, circling slowly as he felt the Fleetfoot and Ultimate Stealth spells wear off. The three shadow-duelists moved around him. Marcus didn’t immediately cast another spell—after his last fight, he had realized that casting too much magic tired him out. He would save his spells for critical moments. 
 
    Marcus gave ground as the duelists circled him—there was plenty of room, and he wanted to see how these three would attack. Would they work together? How intelligent were they? How tactical?  
 
    Step after step, he moved away from them, circling so that they would not back him up against a wall. A rapid glance behind him showed that he was moving toward the center of the plaza, approaching the fountain and the four trees. That was all to the good—perhaps he would be able to find some way of using the environment against them.  
 
    In the moment that he glanced back, one of the shadow-duelists struck. It moved silent and swift, the blade leading. Marcus danced to the side to dodge the flurry of blows it aimed at him.  
 
    The other two, as before, hung back, and Marcus wondered why they did not attack together. They seemed to be watching. One moved up on his right, and the other on his left. He gave ground, trading blows with the one that was attacking him, inching back toward the trees.  
 
    And finally he realized what was happening. They want me to go toward the trees, he thought. They’re herding me toward the trees like a sheep toward a corral! 
 
    With this realization, Marcus immediately changed tactics. He had been content to see how these shadow-duelists fought up to now. He charged in at his attacker, dealing its sword a ringing blow and knocking its blade aside. The shadow-duelist took a step back, seeming unsure how to deal with this sudden change, and in that moment, Marcus plunged his sword into its chest.  
 
    The other two attacked immediately, one from either side, and just a moment too late Marcus saw what he had missed before. The trees were surrounded by a ring of runes extending fifteen feet away from the base of their trunks. His foot slipped over the edge of one of these rune-circles as he pulled his sword from the collapsing shadow-duelist, and the tree was activated.  
 
    The runes flashed, a blast of searing light shone up, illuminating the thick leaves and tall branches with a ghastly glow. There was a harsh scream, somewhere between the cawing of a raven and the laugh of a woman, as something rushed from the branches.  
 
    It had the face of an old crone, long nosed and pointy-chinned, with blazing eyes and wild gray hair, and yet there were big, feathered wings coming from its back. From the neck down, it had the body of a massive gray bird. Vicious clawed feet with talons like steel spearheads raked the air as it came rushing on.  
 
    It was a harpy, and it screeched with battle-fury as it got free of the tree.  
 
    The feathers! Marcus thought. The feathers in their hats! This is what they have evolved into! 
 
    The harpy was horrific, a terrible thing to gaze upon, and it looked fast and deadly to fight as well. There was a faint sound of laughter as the remaining two duelists closed on him.  
 
    Marcus flung himself away, grabbing the sword that had fallen from his last defeated enemy. Wielding two swords now, he moved like the wind, using every ounce of speed and strength he had to fight off the rain of blows coming from every side. These two shadow-duelists at least were working together, and even with his enhanced abilities, it took everything Marcus had to keep their swords at bay.  
 
    The harpy screeched and flew over, beating its wings to hover above the spot where they were fighting. It was too big to drop down and join the fight without risking hurting one of the shadow-duelists, so it hung above them, screaming down at them as it waited for an opening.  
 
    Time to finish this.  
 
    Marcus dropped and rolled, tucking his swords under him and activating Fleetfoot again as he did so. He was fast, and the unexpected move bought him the momentary delay that he needed. From the ground, he swiped a sword at the legs of the nearest shadow-duelist, who screamed and collapsed into emptiness as the blade sheared through its garments and severed the shadowy flesh.  
 
    Marcus rolled and leaped to his feet. As the harpy dashed for him, he slashed upward, deflecting blows of the steel claws while catching a strike from the last shadow-duelist’s sword with his other blade. 
 
    He bulled into the shadow-duelist, activating Hero’s Might with a shout. His speed carried him in under the duelist’s guard, and he slammed his forehead into the center of the duelist’s face with all the strength of Hero’s Might. There was a crack of bone against bone, and the shadow-duelist reeled backward, his free hand rising to his face.  
 
    The harpy dived at Marcus’s back, but he was too quick. He turned, swiping upward so hard that he knocked the monster off-balance. For a moment, it flapped, trying to regain its equilibrium. Marcus slashed its head off with a single sweeping blow.  
 
    Dropping his second sword when the harpy crashed to the ground, Marcus turned just in time to catch the last duelist’s blow, turn the blade, and drive his sword through the shadow-duelist’s chest on the backswing.  
 
    One clang, then another as he felt the spells run out. Marcus looked around. The gate he had just come through had opened at one end of the chamber, and at the other end, another gate had opened. From that other one, Marcus heard the clanking of the bladehand.  
 
    “Not today, my friend,” he muttered, thinking of the bladehand. He wiped sweat from his brow, glancing at the corpse of the harpy. He felt he’d had quite enough fighting for one day. Yes, he’d won, and the fight had been within his abilities, but only just.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Hero’s Might Level 1 
 
    Level increase: 5% 
 
    Progress to next level: 13% 
 
      
 
    Spell: Fleetfoot Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 10% 
 
    Progress to next level: 26% 
 
      
 
    Spell: Ultimate Stealth Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 12% 
 
    Progress to next level: 46% 
 
      
 
    The advancement he’d gained on his spells made itself known as he caught his breath, and he nodded in satisfaction. He had made good progress, using them at critical moments in the fight so that they had made all the difference.  
 
    Then something else happened: his dungeon master progress updated.  
 
      
 
    Dungeon Master: Level 2 
 
    Dungeon Chambers: 3 
 
    Dungeons Fights: 3 
 
    Progress to next chamber: 100% 
 
    New Chamber Available! 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Marcus said. “I increased a whole dungeon master level in one fight!” That must be because he was still at a relatively low level. Once he got up past level 5, there was no way it would be so easy to level up and get new chambers. For now, he was happy to wait. He would save this one until he had some interesting ingredients to put in.  
 
    After taking a moment longer to examine his spells, Marcus turned and headed back toward the grove.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few days were spent peacefully. It was Marcus’s intention to make sure that his gang benefited from his good fortune as soon as possible. To this end, he distributed his gold among the leaders of the Gutter Gang, as well as giving a cut to Old Jay. He took another trip to see Salla at the Ragged Sail, too, collecting the rest of his gold. No trouble on the way back this time, though. 
 
    He heard an interesting rumor on the docks. Near one of the smaller wharves where ork traders from the Gronwold tied up, there were a group of heavy iron cages, big enough that they could have fitted mules inside. When Marcus paused to look at them, a passing sailor stopped and started chatting with him.  
 
    “You don’t see that kind of thing on the docks much these days,” Marcus said to the sailor, nodding at the cages.  
 
    “Aye, that’s true enough,” said the man. “And I’m hoping it won’t be long before they’re gone either.”  
 
    “Why?” Marcus said. “What’s wrong with them? What are they for?”  
 
    The sailor turned and spat. “Wargs from the westlands,” he said. “That’s what they’re for. We’re expecting a ship in from the Gronwold any day now, carrying a consignment of wargs for some lord up in the city.”  
 
    “Wargs?” Marcus prompted. “Surely not?” Marcus knew that the way to keep a man like this talking was to pretend he didn’t believe him.  
 
    The sailor glared at Marcus. “You think I don’t know what I’m talking about? There’s a consignment of trained and battle bred wargs on the way in, sure as my name’s Mad Jim. Damned orks, them and their fancy war goods. Though I suppose they can’t be blamed for trading, and it’s whatever fool lord wants to buy them that’s to blame. Don’t suppose you’d spare a silver coin, by the way? Payday’s been delayed this trip, and I’ve a thirst on me.”  
 
    Marcus rolled his eyes and gave the man his tip. Wargs in the city; that was concerning news. The orks bred the wargs to ride into battle as heavy cavalry, and they were a terrible prospect in battle. But aside from the usual clashes with pirates, there was little open warfare these days, even in Doran and the Gronwold itself. It seemed to Marcus that nobody could have a need to buy battle wargs in Kraken City.  
 
    He filed the information away and continued on his way to the Ragged Sail to see Salla.  
 
    Salla told him that rumors of a dungeon were spreading through the city. Most of the tales were outlandish enough that Marcus was able to just raise an eyebrow and not comment, but it was interesting to note that a certain group of three men from one of the duelist guilds had already gained notoriety for their exploits and the gold they had brought back from a mysterious adventuring session. 
 
    Marcus bought himself a sword at an armorer in the city, and upgraded his wardrobe too. He replaced his threadbare cloak with a plush, fur-lined piece with plenty of pockets. He also bought a set of hunter’s armor—boiled leather jerkin and britches, light mail, new boots, and even a leather helmet. He talked to the armorer about getting several sets of this kind of light armor made up, and the armorer agreed that it could be done. He looked at Marcus strangely—it was unusual for people to buy multiple sets of armor and blades—but Marcus paid him half up front and the gold was good so he didn’t ask any more questions. It would take a few days, the armorer said, but Marcus could come back at the end of the week and collect his new armor.  
 
    It was important to Marcus that his gang be well-fitted out with weapons and armor. The Gutter Gang sent regular scouting parties out into the Underway, and lately they had been coming back with reports of the gathering of the new alliance between the Sewer Slayers and the ratmen. Mixed groups of enemy scouts had been encountered, though they’d never fought. Marcus could feel in his bones that a fight was coming, and when it did, he wanted to be ready.  
 
    He had taken to carrying his new dungeon chambers with him in his pockets, in the form of glass spheres. He had two now, the Shadow-Duelists chamber and the Bladehand chamber. He’d left the Grove chamber at home for Ella to live in. The possibilities of his new powers were in the back of his mind all the time. New dungeon chambers, new possibilities for creating monsters—new benefits and advantages he could buy for the members of the Gutter Gang.  
 
    As he traveled toward the Underway, Marcus’s mind was on progression. His new sword bumped against his leg and his new boots moved softly across the stone floor of the curved tunnel as he made his way back home.  
 
    A sudden noise made him stop. His heightened senses alerted him in an instant. He had heard a faint scuffing noise from up ahead. What was it? A rat? But it sounded bigger than a regular sewer rat. He held his position, balanced on the balls of his feet, ready to fight. One hand moved down to the hilt of his new blade and cupped the pommel of the sword.  
 
    A long hiss of breath broke the stillness. It was unmistakable. Something up ahead was breathing, a hissing, tense breath as if through clenched teeth.  
 
    Marcus scanned the corridor ahead. It curved away to the left, back toward the Gutter Gang’s base, but on the right, just up ahead, a small narrow passage plunged downwards—toward the domain of the ratmen.  
 
    The dungeon dwellers seldom went that way, and when they could avoid it, they didn’t pass the entrances to the lower levels of the Underway. Mostly, the ratmen kept to themselves, but recently there had been more and more rumors of them since their alliance with the Sewer Slayers. Marcus’s preferred route to the city passed this one entrance to the lower levels, but he was used to passing it without issue.  
 
    This time, however… 
 
    The long, hissing breath came again, and Marcus was no longer in any doubt. Something—something big—lurked in the entrance to the ratmen’s domain. Was it waiting to spring on anyone who passed? Marcus gripped the hilt of his sword, ready to draw, then activated his Ultimate Stealth spell.  
 
    On tiptoes, he approached the narrow entrance, hand on his sword’s hilt. When he was nearly on top of it, he sprang forward, drawing his new blade in a flash of bright steel.  
 
    The ratman in the doorway was a big, ugly creature, a rat nearly the size of a full-grown man, standing upright on powerful back legs. It was dressed in a filthy outfit of rusty chainmail and boiled leather, covered with a brown cloak of badly cured hide. A deep hood cast a deep shadow over its face, but Marcus could see the long snout and sharp, yellow teeth jutting out.  
 
    His enemy became aware of him at the exact moment Marcus drew his sword from its sheath, and screamed in anger and fright as it saw him. The sword sang from the sheath, whispering death. It was a good blade, a long rapier with a basket hilt, similar to the ones used by the duelists but wider in the blade. It was slightly shorter, too, because Marcus wanted to be able to use it within the cramped confines of the Underway.  
 
    The ratman drew a weapon of its own—not a sword, but a two-handed axe with a heavy blade of dark iron and a thick wooden shaft. The ratmen of the Underway often favored such weapons because they could bludgeon an enemy just as well as cut them to pieces. ratmen were very strong, but not particularly agile, and so their weapons often reflected that.  
 
    A ratman’s main advantage in a fight was pure brute force. That meant that Marcus’s main advantage was his natural speed and agility, as well as the diversion capability of the Ultimate Stealth spell. He would use both of those to their fullest effect.  
 
    The monstrous creature lumbered from the doorway, spitting curses in its foul language. It was making a lot of noise, and Marcus immediately suspected that it was trying to alert others who might be nearby. The ratman was obviously confused by the Ultimate Stealth spell, but it swung wildly in his direction with the axe anyway.  
 
    Marcus caught and turned the powerful overhand blow from the huge axe with a clang, then replied with a low, sweeping cut at the ratman’s legs. His enemy moved more quickly than its size would suggest possible, dropping the shaft of the axe to block the blow as Marcus felt Ultimate Stealth wear off.  
 
    The sword’s keen edge bit into the thick wood of the axe-shaft, and for a moment Marcus found himself unable to dislodge the blade. The ratman moved the shaft away, drawing Marcus’s sword arm to the side and leaving his body vulnerable.  
 
    Marcus wrenched the sword free and brought it up just in time to stop a blow aimed at his chest. He leaned into the blow, catching the axe with a grunt and sweeping it away, then bringing the blade back into a vicious backstroke toward the ratman’s head.  
 
    Instinct made him duck suddenly, as something thrummed through the air just above his head and crashed into the wall. A short, black projectile, from a glance, but he didn’t have time to look further—the ratman pressed the attack.  
 
    A huge sweep of the axe went for his head, but he dropped and rolled to the side. The axehead came whistling down and smashed into the stone floor, striking a bright flurry of white sparks as it dragged across the ground. The ratman had over-reached.  
 
    For just a moment, his enemy was off-balance, trying to raise his axe up for another blow. It was a moment too long. Marcus recovered and pushed up from the ground, aiming the point of his new sword at the center of the ratman’s body. The keen point plunged in, punching through cloak and chainmail cleanly and sinking into the monster’s heart.  
 
    Blood gushed from the wound as Marcus hauled his blade out of his enemy. He was about to stab again when another deep thrum came from further up the tunnel. This time, when he dropped down, he heard a wet thud. When he looked up, a feathered crossbow bolt stuck out of the dying ratman’s head.  
 
    A loud cursing and yammering came from up the tunnel. Marcus looked that way as the ratman crumpled to the ground, and saw three more ratmen standing a little way up the tunnel. They were blocking his way back to the Gutter Gang’s base, but equally he was blocking their way back into their lair.  
 
    The blood of their companion dripped down Marcus’s sword blade. He bared his teeth at them and advanced up the corridor. These three had their hoods thrown back, and he could see their mangy, matted gray-brown fur and their big, red eyes.  
 
    The crossbowman stood in the middle. It desperately reeled back the string of his bow, cranking the handle with fear in its eyes. Up came the weapon. The ratman took aim down the length of it and let fly.  
 
    The string made its deep thrum again as the bolt shot through the air. Marcus let instinct guide his hand. The sword came up like a living thing, smashing the bolt out of the air with a single perfect sweep. He laughed—these monsters were no match for his abilities. He was closing the distance, and the crossbowman would not be able to load another bolt before he was on them.  
 
    But the crossbowman didn’t attempt to load its weapon again. Instead, to Marcus’s surprise, it dropped the bow and reached down to grab something else. Marcus couldn’t tell what it was. The ratman held it like a crossbow, one hand in front and one at the back, but instead of raising it to his shoulder, he seemed to be about to fire from its hip.  
 
    Sudden doubt hit Marcus, and he slowed. The thing the ratman pointed at him was long and thick, a hollow cylinder of black metal about three feet long and two inches thick. The end was flared, and the black hollow space yawned at him as the ratman aimed it.  
 
    There was a click, and a small flame appeared in the hollow. Then the weapon hissed. The ratman screeched, and Marcus flung himself backward as sudden understanding flooded him.  
 
    “Burn!” screeched the ratman, and a thick gout of dirty orange flame suddenly filled the corridor.  
 
    A flamethrower, he thought as he leaped backward from the blaze. The ratmen were said to have such things. Through some ingenious engineering, they had created a weapon that sprayed a jet of some flammable liquid out, ignited by a pilot light at the end of the barrel. He had never seen one before, and it had nearly caught him off guard, but he was learning to lean on his magically augmented instincts, and that had saved him from being roasted.  
 
    The ratman’s flamethrower filled the tunnel with orange flame, and the roaring noise made Marcus’s ears hurt as it boomed through the small space. Thankfully, the terrible weapon seemed to have a fairly limited range. Marcus was able to avoid the blast by keeping his distance. As the flames cleared, Marcus dived forward and grabbed the massive two-handed axe that the slain ratman had wielded. He screamed, “Hero’s Might!” to activate the strength-enhancing spell, then swung the axe through the air, launching it at the ratman with the flamethrower as he appeared through the clearing smoke.  
 
    The tunnel reeked like burning pitch and his eyes stung, but his aim was true. The axe was heavy, but Marcus’s enhanced strength carried it through the air in a powerful arc and smashed into the flamethrower-armed ratman. The curved blade sank into the monster’s face. He screeched as he was thrown backward, clawed hands flapping as he crashed to the ground. Blood spurted, black and thick.  
 
    Marcus braced himself as the other two ratmen charged in. They were armed with tridents and nets. The three-pronged spear and weighted net combination was a favorite of many lightly armed fighters in Kraken City, and the ratmen were no exception.  
 
    It could be very deadly. The nets, made of thick cords and weighted with iron bearings at the edges, could incapacitate even a strong fighter quickly. It only took a moment of confusion and entanglement in the confines of a net for the handler to finish an opponent on his razor-sharp trident blades. Marcus heard the deadly whistling as both ratmen’s nets cut through the air toward him at the same time.  
 
    He knew he had only one chance to slash the nets effectively. He had to catch them with the blade as they fell, otherwise he would be caught in the trap. With a mighty swing, he slashed above his head as the nets fell. His steel whistled through the air and made a rapid pop, pop, pop, noise as it severed the thick-woven cords. The cut had been aimed perfectly, and the nets fell down in pieces on either side of him.  
 
    “It’ll take more than that to catch me!” he shouted fiercely as he sprang free of the tattered nets.  
 
    The two ratmen had been closing in fast for the kill, but now one of them wavered and fell back. Its companion, the bigger of the two, charged in, howling for blood. Marcus met the ratman’s blade and deflected it, then stepped in.  
 
    He tripped.  
 
    The net, though it had not caught his body, had caught his right ankle. His own momentum worked against him, sending him sprawling onto the ground with a mess of tattered netting tangled around his ankle.  
 
    With no time to spare, Marcus flung himself onto his back, just in time to see the gleaming points of the ratman’s trident descending toward his face. Yelling in anger, Marcus smashed the trident away with a great sweeping two-handed blow of his sword. But he couldn’t rise. The netting prevented him from getting up. Stealing a glance downward, he realized with horror that both his feet were caught up in the mess of weighted cordage.  
 
    The ratman recovered from Marcus’s last blow, swinging its trident up again. Marcus rolled out of the way as the trident-blade struck sparks against the stone floor—once, twice, three times. He was lightning fast, and that was the only thing saving him from being skewered, but he knew he couldn’t keep that up forever. The second ratman, seeing Marcus’s plight, had recovered its nerve and rushed in to join the fight. Marcus knew he couldn’t fight both of them at once, not from the ground.  
 
    He had to turn the odds in his favor. Taking aim at the ratman’s knees, he swung the sword in a deadly arc and felt the satisfying crunch of the blade biting through the ratman’s scrawny leg.  
 
    Black, foul-smelling blood splattered his face and hands as the ratman’s legs came off, and the monster toppled to the ground with a howl of pain and fury. Marcus rolled toward him, heaved himself up and drove his sword into the monster’s neck. He twisted and leaned. The ratman twitched and then lay still.  
 
    The last of the three ratmen stopped where it stood. Seeing its friend defeated had made it reconsider. Marcus used his free moment to draw his dagger and frantically slash at the netting that tangled his ankles. He got himself free after a moment and leaped to his feet, his sword in one hand and his dagger in the other.  
 
    With a roar, he sprinted up the corridor in pursuit of the now-fleeing ratman. He was gaining, and felt that a burst of speed would close the distance between them when the ratman played an unexpected trick. It darted around a corner, and when Marcus gave chase, it switched direction and darted past him, fleeing back toward the scene of battle.  
 
    Of course! It only wanted to get back to the entrance to its lair.  
 
    Marcus turned, activated Fleetfoot, and continued to give chase, but the ratman was fleeing for its life. At the last moment, just when Marcus was about to catch it, the small, nimble ratman hurled itself down the narrow flight of stairs and vanished, squeaking, into the darkness beyond.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Ultimate Stealth Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 14% 
 
    Progress to next level: 60% 
 
      
 
    Spell: Hero’s Might Level 1 
 
    Level increase: 3% 
 
    Progress to next level: 16% 
 
      
 
    Spell: Fleetfoot Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 3% 
 
    Progress to next level: 29% 
 
      
 
    Good level increases. Marcus was starting to understand that the size of the level increases were directly proportionate to the effectiveness of his use of spells in battle. Here, as with his last dungeon fight, he had used the spells at critical moments, and that had boosted their progress. 
 
    At the doorway to the ratmen’s lair, Marcus stopped. He leaned a hand on the edge of the narrow doorway, looking down the black stairs and catching his breath. The blood was rushing in his ears, and the lust of battle was on him, but he got control of himself.  
 
    The only reason Marcus had felt able to pass by this doorway with confidence was that it was almost never used. He had not expected to see enemies here. Now, as he caught his breath, he thought the matter through. This had been a scouting party. Four of them, well-armed. They had been out here for a reason.  
 
    The words of Jen Jackletooth came back to him. The ratmen had allied with the Sewer Slayers, and they were gathering strength. Gathering strength for what? It could only be for a move against the Gutter Gang. Marcus’s gang were the only other human gang who lived in this particular section of the Underway, as far as he knew. An alliance could only be against them.  
 
    The Gutter Gang had long known that their well-defended base was attractive to the Sewer Slayers. There was only one way in, and a well-defended storage area with many strong chambers was always going to be attractive to other Underway-dwellers. And now there was the extra attraction of the dungeons. Ella had said that the dungeon chambers could not be destroyed. What was stopping an enemy from killing him, stealing his dungeon chambers, and even killing Ella in a blood-sacrifice to steal her power?  
 
    Could the Sewer Slayers and the ratmen know about that? Surely not… but then Marcus thought of Xeron. The powerful Diremage might well have contacts in the Sewer Slayers, and he would be on the lookout for any rumors of dungeons. If he knew—as Marcus suspected he did—that the dungeons could only be deployed underground, then it would not be too big a leap for an intelligent man like Xeron to guess that the Underway would be the ideal place for a new dungeon master to set up.  
 
    In that case, he thought, perhaps I should scout out the lair of the ratmen and see if I can get an idea of their strength? The idea appealed to him, despite the obvious risks. He had never been down here before, but if he took care, he should be able to find his way back.  
 
    And I’m well-armed now, he thought. Yes, I’ll do it. It would be worth the risk if I can find information that will help us prepare. 
 
    First, he would clear up the remnants of the battle. It struck him that the spoils of the battle would make for an interesting dungeon. He would use them as ingredients! Since his last dungeon fight, he had saved his new dungeon, waiting for a good opportunity for interesting ingredients.  
 
    This was it.  
 
    He moved fast, first placing and opening the fresh dungeon chamber, then hauling the carcasses of the ratmen and all their gear into the corridor. The flamethrower in particular, he thought, would be likely to create an interesting element to the evolutions. 
 
    Everything went in—flamethrower, nets, trident, axe, and of course the corpses of the fallen ratmen themselves. Then Marcus closed the door, began the Gestation Phase, and lifted the chamber again. When the chamber had become a glass sphere again, he slipped it into his pocket, enjoying its reassuring weight.  
 
    He sheathed his sword and drew his dagger, then, with a last glance up and down the corridor, he plunged into the blackness of the narrow entrance to the ratmen’s lair.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From the doorway, a long flight of steep, narrow steps plunged downward. Marcus cast his stealth spell and crept steadily down the steps, straining his ears for stealthy noises but hearing nothing. After what seemed like forever, the steps ended at a narrow, curving corridor. Again, Marcus followed this silently, until he came to a division in the corridor.  
 
    The corridor split in three, with one way plunging downward, one climbing steeply up, and one going straight ahead. He was just about to try the straight ahead corridor when he heard a voice from the one on the right, the one that plunged downward.  
 
    “…good to have got that settled,” the voice said. “It took long enough. Those damned rats are too sneaky for my liking.”  
 
    “Ah, you’re too suspicious,” said a second voice. “The Boss wanted us to nail the deal, and we did. The rats agreed to our terms. That’s all that we need to concern ourselves with.”  
 
    These were not the voices of ratmen, but of humans. And they were coming this way.  
 
    Quick as a shadow, Marcus leaped upward into the middle corridor. The corridor was very narrow, and with a bit of effort, he was able to jam himself up at the ceiling of the corridor. His feet were braced against the right wall, and his shoulders against the left. He pulled his new black cloak up and wrapped it around him, so that even if someone passing below were to look up, they’d be unlikely to see him in the darkness.  
 
    Thank goodness for my enhanced strength, he thought as he wedged himself there. This was an old trick of the thieves guild, but it was hard on the legs. But with his new strength—and even without casting Hero’s Might to supplement it—Marcus felt that he would be able to sustain the position for as long as needed.  
 
    The voices came closer, and it was apparent that they were discussing some concession made by the Sewer Slayers to the ratmen. Evidently, these two were envoys sent by the Sewer Slayers to strike some deal with the ratmen, and they were making their way back, their business concluded.  
 
    Was that why there had been a scouting party at the top of the corridor? To ensure their safety out of the ratmen’s domain? Or was it more sinister? Had the group at the top been intended to kill the envoys? Marcus suspected he would never know.  
 
    As he listened to the approaching voices, he heard a name that made him leave his own thoughts and pay attention to the conversation.  
 
    “Yeah, Xeron will pay well for the information,” said the deeper of the two voices. “The Boss doesn’t want us to know that it’s Xeron who’s paying, but the ratmen know well enough, and they’ll pay even more.”  
 
    “But what is it they’re paying for? That’s what I’d like to know,” said the second voice, a thin, reedy voice with a cringing edge to it. “Xeron will pay this much, and the Boss will pay that much, and, oh, now the ratmen will pay even more, but what could possibly be worth all that money?” 
 
    “You heard the King Rat, didn’t you?” said the deep voice. “It’s some special weapon, some magic that those Gutter Gang scum stole from the Diremage. Now everyone wants it, but the Sewer Slayers should be the ones to get it. You mark my words, whatever happens with these negotiations, it’ll be whoever lays hands on it first that gets it, deals be damned…”  
 
    “Hah!” snapped the high voice. “You’ve got that right. Diplomacy of the fist, that’s the Boss’s way. And what about these battle spiders? Gives me the creeps, the thought of them being anywhere near our part of the underway. But the Boss has sent envoys to them with tribute too, and taken gold.” 
 
    Battle spiders, he thought. That doesn’t sound good. If they are paying the battle spiders to come fight, they really do mean business. Those monstrosities don’t come cheap. 
 
    The battle spiders that lived out on a rocky, inaccessible part of the coast near the cliffs were notoriously vicious, and known to kill envoys as soon as listen to them. They had an almost dragon-like lust for gold, however, and could be paid to fight as mercenaries. They were said to be unstoppable in battle, as much because of their horrific appearance as their fighting ability. Marcus had never seen a battle spider, but he figured that before all this was over, he might have that dubious privilege.  
 
    “Right, keep your mouth shut,” said the stocky man with the deep voice. Our escort will be waiting at the top of this next stair. Let’s not let anything slip until we’re well and truly home.”  
 
    As the two men spoke, they came up to the corner and then turned up the narrow corridor toward the steps, heading for the main tunnel. Marcus, holding his breath, counted to twenty before slipping down and crouching in the shadows, listening to the silence.  
 
    It was clear they were talking about the dungeons. So Diremage Xeron was exerting his influence upon the Underway gangs. But it sounded like the Sewer Slayers and the ratmen were both making a play to get the dungeons for themselves. They were playing Xeron, taking his information and probably his pay as well, but planning to betray him and take the loot for themselves.  
 
    Marcus felt pretty confident that neither the Sewer Slayers nor the ratmen had any idea what the dungeon was, or what it was capable of. Some magic weapon, the messenger had said. Marcus wondered who “the Boss” was. Presumably the leader of the Sewer Slayers, but who was that? No one knew. The Sewer Slayers were organized and fairly effective at managing their smuggling enterprise, but no one ever heard about their having a single leader. Marcus didn’t doubt that they had one, but who it could be was another question.  
 
    He slipped from his hiding place once he’d figured that enough time had passed. The temptation to go deeper into the ratmen’s domain tugged at him, but he had heard enough to know what was going on. Chancing on those two messengers had been a valuable stroke of luck. Delving deeper into the lower levels might mean more fighting, and creating more of a stir, which he wanted to avoid for now. More than anything, he was now eager to get back to the Gutter Gang’s base and warn them of the impending attack.  
 
    I’ll have to hurry old Rance along, as well, he thought as he made his way stealthily up the stairs. Rance was the armorer in the docklands who Marcus had commissioned to make armor and weapons for the Gutter Gang. He was good at his trade and didn’t ask questions, but Marcus wondered if he could be relied upon to work quickly enough for his needs. There were other armorer dealers in the Merchants’ Town, however, and Marcus could go to them if he needed to buy gear quickly.  
 
    From the way those envoys spoke, the attack could be coming any day, Marcus thought uneasily. It might be tomorrow, or it might be a week from now, or two. There was no way of knowing for sure, unless… 
 
    “Where’s the scouts then?” came the nasal voice from up at the end of the corridor.  
 
    Marcus froze.  
 
    “I don’t like this one bit,” said the deep voice in reply. “I know my way back all right, but we was supposed to have an escort. Don’t like it at all, no…”  
 
    “Look, look here!”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Blood. It’s blood on the stones, and fresh, too.”  
 
    Marcus heard the sound of footsteps and scuffling as the deep-voiced man crouched to examine the bloodstains. Then he spoke. “Ah,” he said. “This is no good. Change of plan—we go back the way we came and tell the King Rat about this. He’ll want to know, and he’d not thank us for going on without telling him.”  
 
    “Aye,” said the nasal voice, “but who could have done this? Killed four of them, no less?” 
 
    “It’s got to be the Gutter Gang,” said the deep voice. He sounded nervous. “Come on, draw your blade. Let’s get back to safety.”  
 
    From where he crouched on the stairs, Marcus could see the outline of the entrance to the main tunnel up above him. Suddenly, the tunnel was filled by the shape of a squat, fat man, with a tall, thin man behind him. Deep voice and nasal voice, no doubt.  
 
    Marcus could not let them get back down to the King Rat and deliver their message. Better that they never got back at all. Marcus steeled himself to the task. He would have to kill them both and dispose of their bodies in the dungeon. But he didn’t like it one bit. It was one thing to kill a few ratmen up above—they had attacked him, after all, and they were monsters, not humans. And they were sworn enemies of the Gutter Gang.  
 
    But these two were just pawns caught up in a larger game, men not unlike himself or his colleagues in the Gutter Gang, more than likely. They must be trusted messengers, but however it went it would not be a fair fight.  
 
    What option did he have?  
 
    Marcus balanced his dagger in his hand, silently cast Ultimate Stealth, and then moved snake-like up the corridor toward the two men. They didn’t see him coming, but the tall one sensed something.  
 
    “What’s that? Tom, stop, I think I heard something…”  
 
    “You’re imagining things, you fool. Come on, let’s get this o—”  
 
    The squat man’s words were cut off as Marcus stepped up and drove his knife up under the man’s ribs. His other hand went over the man’s face to muffle his gasp. The thin man, a wizened old fellow with gray whiskers, seemed about to pass out with fright.  
 
    As his companion slumped to the ground, dead, the tall man dropped to his knees, letting his blade fall to the ground.  
 
    “Mercy!” he cried.  
 
    “Silence!” Marcus hissed at him, and the other man shut up.  
 
    Marcus clenched his teeth and lowered his blade. He could not kill the man on his knees.  
 
    The wretched fellow was in pieces. “Please,” he whispered, “spare my life, master, I will tell you whatever you—”  
 
    “Be quiet,” Marcus said. “There’s nothing you can tell me that’s worth hearing.”  
 
    He looked at the man carefully, then dug into his belt pouch and drew out one of his small bags of golden tower coins. He slipped the drawstring bag open and slid the fat golden disks out onto his leather-gloved palm. He held out his hands to the man, dagger in the right, coins in the left.  
 
    “This is your choice,” Marcus said quietly. “You can have one, or you can have the other. If you pick the dagger, and your loyalty to the Sewer Slayers, you can die, right here. If you pick the coins, you can take this whole pouch, on condition that you leave Kraken City, right now, this very night. A few of these gold coins would be enough to pay for a berth on a ship. Make your way to Kingsport on the Doran coast, use the gold to set yourself up in a new life. It’s your choice, life or death.”  
 
    “Life,” said the skinny man without hesitation. He nodded at the gold, his eyes fixed on Marcus’s face. “I choose the gold, and life.”  
 
    Marcus smiled, slipped the coins back into the bag, and pulled the drawstring tight. He held it up. The man lifted a shaking hand, and Marcus placed the heavy bag on his calloused palm.  
 
    “What’s your name?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “T… T… Tailor,” the man stammered. “For my trade. My father was a tailor, and me too, but I fell on hard times, and, well, you know how it goes.”  
 
    “Yes,” said Marcus. “I know how it goes. Well, Tailor, I need you to swear to me now, that you’ll do as I’ve told you, and not take your gold back to the Sewer Slayers, all right?”  
 
    The man nodded eagerly. Without hesitation, he reached to his belt and pulled a short, blunt work knife, which he dug into the meat of his left thumb. He reached out his bleeding finger and smeared his blood across the palm of Marcus’s glove.  
 
    “I swear it, master,” Tailor said.  
 
    Marcus nodded, wearily. “Go on, then,” he said, gesturing up the tunnel back toward the Docklands exit.  
 
    Tailor nodded, clutching his gold. Then he flashed Marcus a delighted grin and fled.  
 
    The blood-oath was the most sacred bond a man could swear. That Tailor had done it with so little hesitation made Marcus confident that he could be trusted to keep his word. Even the lowest thug or the most heartless villain would think twice before breaking a blood-oath. And Marcus knew a liar when he saw one. Tailor was not one.  
 
    Just another man fallen on hard times, Marcus thought. He dragged the squat man’s corpse up to the main corridor and looked him over. He looked a much nastier piece of work than Tailor had. A blurred facial tattoo marked him as one of the trusted lieutenants of the Sewer Slayers. Tailor had been just an old man sent on a job, but this one… not so much.  
 
    Marcus considered opening the dungeon and flinging the man in, but he decided against it. It was up to him what went in the dungeon, and he didn’t want this man in there. He didn’t want to see what a body like this would evolve into. No, he would let this one go.  
 
    Not far from the entrance to the ratmen’s lair, a deep shaft opened up in the wall of the tunnel. Far below, water trickled by. Marcus manhandled the squat man’s body to the edge of the shaft and tipped him in. He counted slowly to five before he heard the distant splash, then he turned and began making his way back through the Underway.  
 
    Marcus was thoughtful as he returned to the Gutter Gang’s base. He had a lot to tell them when he got back. It was all very well to be confident about the Gang’s ability to fight—they were magically enhanced, after all—but it seemed to Marcus that he had brought about big changes, just by existing. For a long time, the Gutter Gang had co-existed relatively peacefully with the other Underway dwellers. Now, it seemed there was no avoiding a major showdown.  
 
    It was not entirely his fault, of course. The Diremage’s plan to kill the faerie and steal her powers had been the trigger for this entire course of events. If that had not happened, Marcus would not be in the position now of having to put his Gang through a fight with the ratmen and the Sewer Slayers.  
 
    Anyway, there would be the opportunity for advancement here, too. The Gutter Gang were not in the Underway by choice, but by necessity. He would be the one to raise them up to a new level this way. Given the opportunity, he knew that most—if not all—of his gang’s members would choose to fight and get themselves into a better situation.  
 
    He shook himself out of it. There was no point dwelling on what might have been. This was the situation now, and he would have to make the best of it. He put some pace on, his new boots snapping smartly against the stones of the tunnels as he made his way back.  
 
    When he came to the entrance to the Gutter Gang’s base, he was greeted by a cheerful “Woof!” as Hammer came bounding down to meet him. As he scratched the dog’s ears, he looked up and saw a familiar figure sitting on the barricades. It was Ella.  
 
    Her odd, green-skinned face grinned mischievously at him, and her big, oversized eyes twinkled merrily under her stack of wild hair.  
 
    “Hello, Marcus,” she said, flying down the corridor to meet him. “Come up, quickly. We have something to show you.”  
 
    Marcus smiled. Apparently his news about the impending attack would have to wait a little while. Well, he could wait for a bit. Ella was obviously excited to show him whatever it was.  
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked as the faerie whizzed excitedly around his head.  
 
    “The Grove chamber,” she answered. “Old Jay is there.”  
 
    “Jay?” asked Marcus in surprise. The old, blind leader of the Gutter Gang rarely left his own quarters, and Marcus found it hard to believe that he was actually in the Grove chamber. “How on earth did that happen?”  
 
    “Humph,” said Hammer. “I made friends with him. He has good dried pork strips, you see. I told Ella about him, and she came and told him about the chamber, and so he decided he wanted to visit.”  
 
    “But wait until you see what’s happened!” squealed Ella.  
 
    They got to the square entranceway where the Grove chamber’s entrance was placed, and Marcus saw that the magical doorway was already in place. “You opened this?” he asked Ella.  
 
    She nodded. “I didn’t think you’d mind, not for Old Jay. He wanted to experience it.”  
 
    “You’re right, I don’t mind at all,” said Marcus. “I just didn’t know you could do that.”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Ella. “I can operate the Grove dungeon’s entrance, just not the combat chambers.”  
 
    Marcus nodded thoughtfully and lifted a hand to open the door. It swung back, and, with Ella at his shoulder and Hammer by his side, he stepped in.  
 
    The first thing he noticed was the change that had come over the chamber. It was as if fall had come to the grove. The leaves on the trees had turned to orange, and many of them had fallen to carpet the ground. There were more trees, too. The three that had been there before had expanded into a little woodland, easily twenty or thirty young trees.  
 
    Under his feet and around his knees, the grass was tall and thick, the seed heads exploding and drifting about his hands as he stepped through. There was a rich smell in the cool air. The dog sneezed.  
 
    In the pale evening light that filled the grove, Marcus saw a man sitting by the fire at the camp spot. He was a tall, well-built man in his late fifties, with a full brown beard that had a scattering of gray around the mouth. His hair was shoulder length and hung about his face as he leaned over, turning a spit of meat in the fire. The smell of cooking drifted over and made Marcus’s mouth water. Hammer broke into a trot and ran toward the man.  
 
    And then the man looked up.  
 
    “Old Jay!?” said Marcus in disbelief. The man was sighted, that was plain, and his body was hale and hearty, but there was no mistaking him. It was the leader of the Gutter Gang, transformed.  
 
    “Marcus,” said the man, standing and smiling. “You see the change the dungeon magic has wrought on me?” He spread his arms so Marcus could admire him.  
 
    “But… your eyes!” said Marcus.  
 
    Ella spoke. “Jay is a man of deeply good intention. He came into the Grove chamber an old and wizened man, and fell asleep under the tree. I climbed up into the branches and fell asleep too. When we woke, his sight and his health had been restored, and the grove was changed to this fall scene, as you see it now.”  
 
    Marcus looked around in wonder at the trees, the falling leaves, and then back at Jay’s bright eyes.  
 
    “I think,” Ella continued, “that it took a great amount of energy to restore Jay’s sight. That’s why the grove has changed from summer to fall, because of the energy that’s been expended.”  
 
    Jay shook Marcus firmly by the hand. “It’s a miracle,” he said, “and I have you to thank for it. This dungeon possesses the most amazing magic.”  
 
    “Don’t forget that it’s your intention that’s caused it, Jay,” said Ella. “Not everyone would have had such a good result. Some might even have been consumed by the dungeon, but not you.”  
 
    They all stood for a moment, thinking about that. Then Hammer gave a cough. “Are you going to eat that bit of meat, or…?”  
 
    Marcus and Ella laughed, and while Old Jay couldn’t understand Hammer’s words, he soon laughed along with them. The dungeon had provided pork and beer, and a loaf of bread, so they all sat around the fire as the light faded. Marcus told Jay and Ella everything that had happened—about the fight with the ratmen, and the information he had gained from scouting in the ratmen’s domain.  
 
    “So, we’ve come to it at last,” Jay said quietly.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Marcus asked.  
 
    Jay looked at him and gave a wry grin. “The Gutter Gang and the Sewer Slayers have been on track for a fight for years, and the ratmen are even worse. It was only a matter of time before they decided to try to evict us. Honestly, I think the main thing that kept them from doing so up to now was the defensibility of our position. Now, they have the alliance and the numbers to challenge us, and the extra motivation of the dungeons.”  
 
    Marcus took a breath to speak, but Jay held up a hand. “Don’t feel bad about it. It’s because of you, and because of the dungeons, that we’re in a position to defend ourselves at all. If this alliance had happened a year ago, we wouldn’t have stood a chance. Now, we’re going to have more than a fighting chance. In fact, I think we’ll probably win. I’ve never seen the Gutter Gang in such good health. Ella tells me it’s a side-effect of your dungeon magic. Yes, with better equipment, I think we’ll be able to hold our own against them.”  
 
    He looked Marcus in the eye and paused for a moment before continuing. “And that’s why,” he said, “when the fight comes, I want you to help me lead them.”  
 
    Marcus nodded. “I’ll do everything I can, Jay. “When it comes time to fight, I’m sure you’re right, and we’ll be able to hold our own.”  
 
    “Good,” said Jay with a smile. He stood. “I’ll pass on the news to the rest of the Gang, and tell them that we’re expecting a consignment of arms and armor, too. Kairn Greymane has some combat experience, and he’s been drilling some of the gang in basic combat techniques. I’ll increase the intensity of that training.”  
 
    Kairn Greymane was a dwarf, an exile from the Dwarven Realms north of Doran. He was one of the few members of the Gutter Gang with military experience, having fought in the dwarven civil war fifty years ago. He was a good fighter and a strong, level-headed member of the gang. Marcus was pleased that Jay had put Kairn in charge of training the fighters.  
 
    Jay left them, and Ella flew down to sit on a log of wood near Marcus. Hammer, his belly full, had fallen into a deep sleep.  
 
    “That sounds like quite a fight with the ratmen, Marcus,” Ella said.  
 
    “It was,” he replied, “but I won in the end. I put them all in the dungeon, and I’m keen to see what they will have evolved into.”  
 
    Ella nodded thoughtfully. “Me too,” she said. “It might be pretty evil. They come with some bad intentions, these ratmen, and the addition of a fire element could lead to some rather nasty combinations. Also, there’s something I forgot to mention before. Leaving corpses of people and creatures who were killed by the dungeon generally doesn’t influence the shape of the dungeon’s progression. But actually taking corpses in—particularly the corpses of evil beings—well, it’s not such a good idea. We might find that this new dungeon is darker, more dangerous, and more unpredictable.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Marcus said. “I was thinking that too, afterward. In future, I think I’ll start to make more choices about what goes in the dungeons for evolution. The current monsters are great, but I want to start bringing in new elements. Things like water, crystals, maybe even some plants. What do you think?”  
 
    Ella was nodding. “That’s the best way to approach it,” she said. “Once you’ve started to get a feel for the way the dungeon uses ingredients, you can start to guide the evolutions more and more by choosing different elements to add. You’ll never be able to completely control the creation of the monsters, but you can get a pretty good idea of the different ways different elements combine, and then use that to your advantage.”  
 
    “Right!” Marcus agreed enthusiastically. He leaned forward, his eyes bright with the idea. “So, the stuff that goes into the dungeon is going to turn into monsters and traps, right? But there’s also going to be an element of environment to take into account as well.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ella asked, smiling.  
 
    “Well, look at the shadow-duelist’s chamber. The duelist’s gear went in there, and it turned into ghost duelists, but the chamber itself was based on the Duelist’s Plaza in the docklands. In the bladehand chamber, I’d put a pebble. I actually picked that pebble up outside one of the fighting pits over in the Goreway district, and the floor of the bladehand chamber turned out like the sand of the fighting pits. I’m guessing that this means the history or the affinity of the items have some influence on the kind of environment that develops in the chamber. Do you see what I mean?”  
 
    “Sure,” Ella said encouragingly. “You’re saying that elements that come from places carry strong affinities for those particular places, and that can shape the dungeon chamber environment.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Marcus continued. “So it follows that if we could experiment and work out how different elements changed the environment, we could get different kinds of themes going, by using specific elements. We could put in something from the docks to get a sea environment, for example, or… I don’t know… something from the Wasteland to get a bog.”  
 
    “Or even something from some other country to get a different environment again?”  
 
    “That’s right!” Marcus said, glad the faerie was on the same page. “This is the greatest trading port in the world, there’s all kinds of stuff available to buy up in the Merchants’ Town. The sky’s the limit!”  
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    “I like the way you’re thinking,” Ella said. “What else? I can tell that you have more ideas about this.” 
 
    “But don’t you know it all already?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily. A different dungeon master will have different approaches. Go on,” she urged him.  
 
    He smiled. “Well, how about this. With the bladehand, the gold coins and the iron dagger became the monster, and the stones we put in became the traps. But with the duelist chamber, I put in no plain metal, and the duelists have no face, no bodies. What if the elemental ingredient influences the bodies of the monsters?”  
 
    “By that logic, the flammable material you put in with the ratmen corpses would create what… some kind of rat monster with fire for a body?”  
 
    Marcus shrugged. “I guess so.”  
 
    “And what about upgrading or adding other elements to existing monsters? Have you thought about doing that?”  
 
    “Actually, no,” he replied. “I hadn’t. I guess I assumed that once the monsters were created, they were fixed in place.”  
 
    “Not at all,” said Ella, shaking her head. “Actually, you should be able to alter the elemental composition of the chambers directly. I’m not sure how you would go about it—every dungeon master is different.”  
 
    “I bet I could do it through my model table,” Marcus said. He snapped his fingers, and the dungeon management table appeared. The firelight glowed in the black shining glass that made up the body of the table.  
 
    Marcus stood over it, a bright glow from the very table itself shone up and lit his eager face as he leaned over, looking at the model of the dungeon that was laid out in front of him. He raised his hand over the model, considering the elemental components of the dungeon.  
 
    As he thought about the elements, something began to happen. Marcus felt a warm tingling sensation in the palm of his hand. Red light glowed from his hand down onto the tabletop, illuminating the models of the chambers. The little models of the monsters—the bladehand and the shadow-duelists—cast dark shadows in the new glow.  
 
    And then, it happened.  
 
    The elemental runes appeared over the chambers. They were written in the script of Doran, clean lines like thick brushstrokes floating above the chambers. Over the bladehand chamber, the runes for Iron and Sand floated. Above the shadow-duelist chamber, Steel and Flight.  
 
    And here, at the back of the model, was the new chamber, the rat chamber. The two elements displayed in the slots there were Pestilence and Fire. Under the elements, Marcus could see the new chamber—and something shaded writhing in the chamber. Something large.  
 
    Ella floated by Marcus’s shoulder. She was gazing down at the runes alongside him.  
 
    “The elements are so much more varied than I’d expected,” Marcus murmured, gazing at the lit table. “You know, we usually think of four elements—earth, air, water, fire. Over in Doran, they often add metal as a fifth element, and the dwarves add stone as well. But this—look at the duelist chamber. It says Flight as an element. That must have been added by the feathers. And here, over the new rat chamber—Pestilence—it makes me wonder how many elements there are?”  
 
    Ella shrugged. “I don’t think there’s any limit. I think there’s as many elements as a man can imagine, at least when it comes to adding things to a dungeon.”  
 
    He looked at her, dropping his hand. When he turned back to the table, he was pleased to see the elemental slots still displayed.  
 
    “I guess the next thing would be to actually choose what ingredient goes into the elemental slot, and which into the monster slot, and to work out where the crossover is. I’m starting to feel that I’ve only scratched the surface of this dungeon creation art. There’s so much more to learn!”  
 
    “There’s always going to be more to learn, and more to do,” Ella agreed.  
 
    “For now though,” Marcus said, “I think I’m going to have a go at running the new dungeon chamber, without attempting to swap out any of the elements. That will be a thing to do later.”  
 
    He rearranged the dungeon chambers on the table so he could access the new chamber directly, and then moved to the wall of the grove. Raising a hand, he placed the entrance. The stone morphed and changed to open a new gateway into the new chamber.  
 
    “That looks pretty creepy,” Ella said.  
 
    Marcus had to agree. The doorway to the new chamber was blackened wood, as if it had been burned with fire, and heat pulsed from it. Around the edges of the door, a red light glowed.  
 
    “Take care,” said Ella, before floating back toward the trees and the camp.  
 
    Marcus drew his sword and shouldered the door open.  
 
    Heat hit him as soon as he stepped inside. He heard a low rumbling within the corridor, as if fire was blazing in a chamber somewhere below. The heat was stifling, and sweat immediately beaded on his forehead.  
 
    As he advanced carefully up the corridor, he thought of all the things that had gone into this chamber. The rats themselves, of course, but there were also the weapons: a net, a trident, a battleaxe, and a flamethrower. The wood of the battleaxe’s shaft, the flammable liquid of the flamethrower. Fur, blood, hair, metal, wood, leather. There was an evil feeling in the corridor. He would have to take care not to get hurt in this chamber.  
 
    There was something about it that he could not quite put his finger on—a sense of threat and looming danger that he had not felt in the other dungeons.  
 
    A sense of present evil.  
 
    What have I created here? he wondered. He couldn’t shake the feeling that placing such dark creatures as the ratmen in the dungeon had somehow been… not a mistake, exactly, but a risky experiment.  
 
    His feet were silent as he walked the narrow corridor. His eyes moved quickly all around, looking out for traps. The last time he’d run his own dungeon solo, he’d stepped right onto a trap. He wasn’t going to make that mistake again.  
 
    He also didn’t want to use his Ward Detect spell unless he absolutely had to—he wanted to save his energy for the flight. He had eyes, after all, and a head on his shoulders, so he would use both to locate any potential traps.  
 
    This time, he saw the rune well before he stepped on it. It was a fire rune—he didn’t recognize it exactly, but there was no mistaking what it meant. It was outlined in flame on the wall on the left, about ten yards in front of him.  
 
    He looked for a torch to use to trigger it from a distance, but there were none. The whole corridor seemed to be lit as if from inside the walls with a deep red glow, but there was no discernible source for the light. Gingerly, he approached the rune, seeing no way of passing it without triggering it.  
 
    With a sudden sharp swish, something dropped from the ceiling.  
 
    “Argh!” Marcus yelled as he threw himself backward. He landed hard and rolled, finding that a huge battle-axe had swung down from the ceiling and nearly taken his head off!  
 
    Where’s the trigger? he wondered as he got to his feet. The axe swung menacingly back and forth in place, hanging by a thick chain from the ceiling.  
 
    “Ward Detect,” he said, activating the spell. He looked around with the spell active, but couldn’t see where the trigger was located. He figured that this particular trigger either had some cloaking mechanism, or was too high a level for his spell to effectively seek out.  
 
    He turned off the spell and returned to focusing once more on his natural vision, although this had been enhanced by the dungeon’s progression.  
 
    Then he saw it—a small gray rune on the floor that he had stepped right on. His attention had been so focused on the fire rune up ahead that he hadn’t even noticed the smaller one.  
 
    That was a subtle trap, and it seemed like a new upgrade for the dungeons. There had never been that kind of double-bluff trap before. It was tricky and subtle.  
 
    Cruel and cunning, like the ratmen, he thought. He would have to be extra-wary. As he reached up and grabbed the battle-axe, he couldn’t help feeling proud of this new style of trap. It was pretty neat, a double trap and a distraction like that. He grinned. The possibility for ever-increasing depth and complexity in his dungeons was very satisfying.  
 
    The axe was heavy, twice the size of the original ratman’s axe, but of much the same design. Marcus pulled at it, heaving with all his magically enhanced strength. He heard a crack, and the huge thing came crashing to the floor, trailing a snapped length of chain.  
 
    He hauled it upright. It was so huge he almost laughed out loud. A giant could have wielded it comfortably, but even with his new-found strength, it would be a ridiculously cumbersome weapon. All the same, it would do for triggering the fire trap.  
 
    With a grunt, he threw the monstrous axe down the corridor where it passed the fire-rune. As he’d suspected, the mere passing of an object triggered the fire trap. And what a trap it was!  
 
    A net of red-hot steel chain-links fired from the side of the wall where the rune had been. It seemed to appear right out of the solid stone, blasting across the corridor trailing sparks and lumps of molten metal behind it. It wrapped around the axe and burned into the handle, then whipped around it, encasing it completely in a flaming wrap of red-hot chain.  
 
    “Ouch!” said Marcus aloud. “That would seriously hurt!”  
 
    Getting caught in the net would be a painful way to die, but there was no doubting that anyone caught in it would die. Even as he watched, the net constricted around the axe, squeezing around it like a nest of coiling snakes.  
 
    With great care, Marcus stepped over the red-hot mess the axe and the hot chain net had made. If that was the standard of corridor trap this dungeon had, he couldn’t even imagine what horrors might await him at the end of the corridor.  
 
    It seemed that the axe and the net were the only two traps that the corridor had to offer, but just as he approached the end, he found something entirely new. The corridor ended in a tall, narrow doorway of carved stone, and he could see beyond it a dark, yawning space, lit by fire.  
 
    By this doorway, a heavy, cut-crystal bottle filled with a deep blue liquid sat on the floor by the wall. Wary, he approached, but strangely enough there was no feeling of threat here. This seemed to Marcus to be a completely benign thing. The blue liquid in the clear crystal bottle glowed with a serene sapphire light.  
 
    He leaned down and picked it up. As he held it up, a sensation of power rushed through him, and he was immediately reminded of the feeling he’d experienced when he took the faerie powder and gained a new spell, all those years ago during his initiation in the thieves guild.  
 
    Could this be a spell? Suddenly, a feeling of certainty washed over him. He knew this was a spell. A spell meant just for him.  
 
    The thick, cut-crystal bottle reminded him of the decanters full of spirits in the cupboards at Diremage Xeron’s house. How long ago that seemed! Without any doubt remaining, he pulled the heavy stopper from the bottle, lifted it to his mouth, and drank.  
 
    A sweet taste flooded his mouth, and contradictory sensations ran through his body, warm and cool, dark and light, fast and slow. All coalesced into a powerful tingling sensation that rushed through his arms to his hands, and then, like mist clearing from the sea, he became aware of a new realm of power that he now had access to.  
 
    The power of water.  
 
    Through imbibing the liquid, Marcus had gained elemental powers of water. He could feel it rushing through his body, a hugely powerful water spell that was just dying to be cast. He held his hands up and concentrated. Water beaded on his palms, then began to run between his fingers. It gushed briefly, but quickly reduced to pouring down his hands and splashing on the floor, where it hissed and steamed on the hot stone.  
 
    Reining in the power for now, Marcus felt it withdraw slightly within him, ready to be used again at a moment’s notice.  
 
    It struck him that, unlike his other spells, this one didn’t seem to come with a display of its level and progress. What was this magic then? It must be something entirely new!  
 
    His head was spinning. Marcus had heard of the ancient wizards of great elemental power—who hadn’t?—but they were in the realm of legend. Children told stories of Coram the Fire-Wielder, Erin Stone-Hand, and the Wizards of the Wind, but no one believed them. Elemental power? Could this really be a side-effect of the dungeon? Could his dungeon really be providing spell potions that granted such immensely powerful affinities?  
 
    The new water affinity surged just below the surface of his soul, living proof that yes, it certainly could.  
 
    The thought of his earlier explorations of the dungeon elements came to mind. The dungeon table had shown that there were a wide range of impressive elemental powers that could be assigned to a dungeon chamber. Pestilence, Flight, Fire, Iron, and Sand had all been there, and Ella had said that the number of elements from a dungeon’s point of view was basically unlimited.  
 
    He looked at his hands. Did this mean that he could be granted elemental magic in as many styles as there were dungeon elements? Could he have control over the manipulation of metals? What would a Pestilence affinity look like? And Iron or a Sand affinity? Or an affinity for Flight? The possibilities were mind-bending.  
 
    Buoyed up by the sensation of power and potential, and feeling that his new water affinity would almost certainly be very useful in this new fire-element dungeon, Marcus decided to press ahead. He placed the empty crystal bottle down carefully where he had found it and turned toward the carved doorway.  
 
    Water bubbled under the surface of his hands as he stepped up to the carved doorway and looked through. Beyond, a nightmare unfolded.  
 
    A huge, vaulted chamber of black stone was lit by three massive bonfires laid out in a big triangle in the center. This dungeon was really enormous, easily twice or even three times the size of the shadow-duelist’s chamber—it was hard to tell in the garish, dancing firelight. The floor was coarse black sand, but around the bonfires, steel and iron structures shimmered in the glaring light of the flames.  
 
    There were nine large, elaborate scaffolds of iron and steel poles. They were chaotic, with jutting angles and protruding spikes all over them. Dangling in chains from these scaffolds were the charred corpses of men. The smell of roasted meat in the air turned Marcus’s stomach.  
 
    Without thinking about it, he stepped through the doorway into the chamber, and at that moment, a sheet of yellow flame whooshed into place, filling the doorway behind him. As with all the other chambers, he would have to clear this one of enemies before he could escape. He held his sword up, ready for whatever might come at him.  
 
    They came suddenly, and from all sides. Ratmen, but nothing like the ones he’d fought in the tunnels of the Underway. Those had been living creatures of flesh and blood. These were creatures of flame and red coals.  
 
    Their skin was black and red, like the glowing embers in the deep bed of a wood fire. They didn’t have fur as normal rats had; these rats had only black mail and leather over their skin, flickering and shifting as if on fire. Their eyes were burning coals, and flames belched from their mouths as they charged. Their feet left flaming prints on the ground. 
 
    Each rat was armed with a trident of hot steel that glowed a sullen red, and each one had a short, many-thonged whip of hot chains.  
 
    Marcus could not have said where they came from. Had they come from the fires? He didn’t think so. They seemed to emerge fully formed from the darkness around the cave. And there were so many of them! In previous dungeons, he’d faced four or five opponents at most. Here, he was faced with an army.  
 
    His eyes whipped from side-to-side, counting. There were ten, twenty, thirty, and more, at least fifty… no, easily a hundred! They thronged the chamber, and the sound of their whips hissing through the air was like a thousand snakes.  
 
    The heat was monstrous. 
 
    Marcus gave ground, backing toward the fires as more and more of the ratmen emerged from the darkness, circling, hemming him in. They didn’t seem inclined to get within range of his sword, however, and they moved with a slow, shambling gait, but for all that Marcus could feel his options narrowing terrifyingly quickly.  
 
    He was backing toward the metal scaffolds with the chained corpses. It struck him that these were the only things in the chamber—apart from the floor and the walls—that didn’t seem to be on fire. As he got closer to one of these, he glanced back at it to confirm. It was true—the rough-cast iron did not seem to be hot.  
 
    Perhaps these scaffolds hold the key to beating this dungeon? he wondered. It seemed the only possibility. There was no hope of winning against so many enemies if they made even the slightest attempt to resist him. Even with his magically enhanced strength and stamina, and all the spells he had learned and developed, Marcus was doubtful of his ability to cut his way through an endless swarm of burning ratmen.  
 
    The terrible enemies were shifting relentlessly forward. They surrounded the bonfires on every side now, filling the hall. Marcus glanced up. It seemed the only option was to climb the metal scaffold. A glance at the base of the scaffold showed him that it was firmly sunk into the ground—the ratmen would not be able to move it, even if they had the inclination.  
 
    He glanced at his enemies. They were still shambling toward him, pressed in by the ever-increasing weight of more and more of their number coming in from behind.  
 
    I’ll climb, he decided, but I’ll take one or two out first. He was not going to retreat without giving his sword at least a taste of their burnt flesh.  
 
    “Come on then!” he yelled, darting toward the closest ratman.  
 
    The creature’s fiery whip hissed through the air toward him, but Marcus took the creature’s hand off at the wrist with a sudden slash. He brought his blade up to parry a blow from a rising trident. The red iron buckled under Marcus’s sword blow, and he stabbed the creature through the face with his third sweep.  
 
    The ratmen surged forward, and a glance over his shoulder showed Marcus that his escape up the scaffold was about to be cut off. Well, he had given his steel a taste of burning rat, but he didn’t want to pay for it with his life.  
 
    Dungeon masters have died in their own dungeons, Ella’s voice echoed in his head.  
 
    Marcus took a running leap and caught hold of a protruding iron pole with one hand. He lifted himself up as the rats swarmed the space around the fires. Marcus got his leg over the pole and boosted himself up another level. The iron and steel scaffold was like a nightmarish tree, with bare metal branches sticking out in all directions. He was able to quickly gain height, and, to his relief, the rats below did not seem about to climb the pole after him.  
 
    “Gorach!”  
 
    The voice made Marcus whirl. Where had it come from? He didn’t recognize the word, but the voice had been like a tumble of rocks down a dry well. It took him a moment to realize where it had come from—the corpse that hung from the scaffold with him.  
 
    It was on a level with him, blackened and burned and wrapped in chains, but for one arm that hung loose. As he watched, the thing opened its eyes and stared at him. Its mouth stretched wide in a horrific smile. The loose arm rose slowly to point a finger right at him.  
 
    “Gorach!” it said again, then began to laugh. The voice was intolerable.  
 
    Disgust filled Marcus, and with a sudden spring, he leaped toward the creature, smashing his sword into the chain that held it up. The chain snapped, and the corpse crashed to the ground, thumping down into the crowd of rats.  
 
    The rats began to stamp, raising their eyes and hands toward him and hissing. He looked out over the massive dungeon chamber. It was full. He gazed over a sea of burning eyes, hissing whips, and red-hot tridents. Far away, he saw the door, blocked by a sheet of yellow flame.  
 
    Then the rats began to climb.  
 
    They got on one another’s shoulders first, piling up around the base of the scaffold column. Foot by foot, the rats rose higher, and the packed mass of them began to burn. Flames licked up the side of the scaffold as the first rats got a handhold in the lower branches and began to make their way up slowly.  
 
    Marcus, horrified by the way this was going and unable to see a way out, climbed up further until he found himself standing on a flat platform of black iron at the top of the steel scaffolding tree. The tree was full of the rats now, all making their way up toward him, their emotionless eyes fixed on him. A glance to the left and right showed him that the corpses in the adjacent trees had also opened their eyes and mouths and raised their hands to point at him. Their mouths were moving, and though he couldn’t hear them over the sound of the hissing rats, he could guess the word they were repeating.  
 
    The first rat made it to the platform, and Marcus cut it down. Two more were pulling themselves up. He cut them both down as well. But as they fell, three more were gaining on the platform. These three fell to his blade, but the last one managed to cut him with the trident. Red-hot metal punched through his leather britches and seared his thigh before the rat fell.  
 
    That hurt. Marcus could have done with some cool water to bathe the burn in.  
 
    Water.  
 
    Cool water.  
 
    The new water power!  
 
    As he dispatched four more ratmen from the edge of the platform, it struck him as strange. It must have been a property of the magic. As he had stepped into the chamber, the idea of using his new water affinity had been foremost in his mind, but as soon as he’d stepped in, all thought of it had gone out of his mind!  
 
    Tricks, he thought. This dungeon plays tricks, and that’s one of them. It made me forget my new power. Damn, it nearly got me killed! 
 
    The platform he stood on was warming up, and he suspected that the combined heat of the piled ratmen would begin to buckle the iron base soon. He twirled and slashed at the face of a ratman who had gained the platform. His enemy fell back silently, tumbling down through the metal branches.  
 
    “Water!” he shouted, and the new power welled up inside him like water from a spring. Water bubbled up and overflowed from his hands. At first, it splashed down from his hands and forearms like water pouring from a jug. It hissed on the hot metal of his platform, then flowed off to pour into the faces of the ratmen.  
 
    The ratmen that the water touched hissed and went out, like water being poured onto embers. Steam rushed up from them, and they seemed to go limp and break up as the water soaked into their hands and faces. They tumbled, formless, back to the ground.  
 
    “Water!” Marcus cried again, drawing on the wells of power he felt flowing up from inside him. This time, the water began to dump from all around him as if he himself were the spring. It gushed from every side, cascading off the platform and down into the burning heap of ratmen. A great steam rose up all around him, temporarily blinding him. There was a commotion below, and he saw the rats pressing backward, but there was nowhere to go.  
 
    “Water!” he roared, and the dam broke. A sudden tidal wave of water exploded all around him, expanding in a widening circle from his body. As he dropped his sword and raised his hands, it rose like a tornado, swirling all around him in an ever-faster vortex. The water whirled in a great wall around him. He raised it, held it for a moment, and then exploded it outward from where he stood. 
 
    Rats screamed and hissed and went out. Steam filled the huge chamber. The massive bonfires wavered, and Marcus turned his attention to them. He focused all his new-found power on them, pointing both his hands at one of them. This time, jets of high-pressure water blasted from his hands and smashed the first bonfire to pieces.  
 
    He turned his power on the second one, and then the third. When the jets of water hit them, flaming wood scattered in every direction, hissing and extinguishing as it landed in the foot of water that now covered the entire floor of the chamber.  
 
    When the last one went out, a profound silence descended on the dungeon. It was dark. Marcus, able to see well despite the darkness thanks to his enhanced vision, looked around the devastation. He allowed the power of water to ebb within him, and found his breath. His heart was racing, but he had done it. Against all odds, he had cleared the chamber of enemies.  
 
    Slowly, he climbed down the black iron tree. The corpses on the other tree had fallen silent again and hung limp in their chains. Whatever horrible magic had animated them was gone.  
 
    Marcus’s boots splashed into two feet of water, coated by a thick layer of sodden, floating lumps of charred wood. The whole chamber was flooded, and stank of the sharp, bitter smell of doused embers. Over at the doorway, the sheet of flame covering the entrance was gone. 
 
    Resolutely, Marcus picked his sword up from the ground where it had landed as the power had swelled through him. He sheathed his sword and began to splash across the chamber toward the doorway.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened?” said Ella as soon as she saw Marcus.  
 
    He must have looked a mess, because she immediately flew over to him, her green-skinned face and massive eyes full of concern. He looked down at himself. His britches were torn where the ratman had got a hit in with a burning trident, and the wound throbbed dully. He was drenched through, and from the waist down, he was caked with wet ashes where he’d waded across the flooded chamber.  
 
    “It was horrible,” he said. “Not like anything I’ve seen in a dungeon before. Like a nightmare. I barely survived.”  
 
    He walked toward the campfire and told Ella about the ordeal. When he was done, they were both sitting by the fire. Marcus had taken his wet clothes off and hung them by the fire. Dressed in his old linen shirt and britches, warm by the fire, he felt better. He sipped a mug of beer.  
 
    Ella shook her head. “Corpse magic,” she said. “You put the corpses of the ratmen in the dungeon, and that seems to have had a profoundly evil effect on the chamber. I said that corpse magic could be dangerous, but I didn’t fully appreciate just how dangerous it could get. The Pestilence element that we saw when we examined the dungeon element slots—I wondered what that was, but I never would have thought that it would have been like that. It’s become a Cursed Dungeon. I’ve heard of such things. They were rare, but not unheard of.”  
 
    “And what do you think about the water element magic that I gained from the potion?”  
 
    “Can you do it again now?” she asked.  
 
    Marcus lifted his hands. “Water,” he said. Beads of moisture appeared on his palms, and then small runnels of water flowed down his fingers to drip to the ground. He reached for more power, but it didn’t seem to be there.  
 
    She shook her head. “I’ve heard of such things, though it’s rare. A dungeon master can be granted an extremely powerful elemental affinity for a short while, but it only lasts at full strength within that one dungeon run.”  
 
    “But now, I can still do it, it’s just… well, it’s just not very powerful!”  
 
    “You’ve gained the seed of the ability, and you won’t lose that, but it will take a lot of practice to bring it up to the level of a true elemental mage. You’ve had a taste of the true power of elemental magic within the dungeon, but now you’ll need to build it from the ground up if you want to experience that again.”  
 
    Marcus nodded thoughtfully, remembering the immense power he’d experienced within the dungeon.  
 
    And then, for the first time, the status of the new water spell appeared. It was unlike any spell status he’d seen before. Instead of referring to a spell, it referred to an Elemental ability, and instead of having a number to denote the level, the level had a name. 
 
      
 
    Elemental ability: Water 
 
    Current Mastery Level: Novice 
 
    Level progress: 1% 
 
    Progress to Apprentice level: 1% 
 
      
 
    “Woah,” said Marcus. “That’s new!”  
 
    Ella nodded. “You had a taste of what the full power was like inside the dungeon, but now you have to build the ability from the ground up. That’s going to take a while, but you should persevere. The elemental abilities have the potential to be some of the most powerful magical abilities in the world.”  
 
    Marcus nodded thoughtfully, thinking about that. “What about the dungeon chamber itself?” he said after a moment. “I don’t think I can justify sending adventurers into that. It was… I can hardly describe it. It’s not what I want my dungeons to be like. Can I destroy the dungeon?”  
 
    Ella frowned. “I’ve never heard of a dungeon master being able to destroy a dungeon entirely. You might be able to counteract the magic in some way in the future, but I don’t know how. I agree that you shouldn’t send dungeon runners in there though. I think the best thing to do would be to just seal it up and put it aside for now. It may be useful later. Perhaps you could rearrange the dungeons so that the Fire element is used elsewhere? The Pestilence element, however, should be kept contained.”  
 
    Marcus nodded, staring into the fire.  
 
    Ella smiled. She flew over and put one clawed hand on his shoulder. “Hey,” she said, “don’t worry about it. Every dungeon master has a few less-successful dungeons. Even Mero the Great—so it’s said—had a whole collection full of dungeons that didn’t work out for one reason or another. That’s what experimentation is all about.”  
 
    Marcus grinned at her. “And don’t forget that I’ve gained a valuable new ability, too,” he said. “Maybe your Mero the Great was creating dungeons that didn’t work as active chambers but had some other purpose—creating elemental power potions, for example?”  
 
    He’d been half-joking, but Ella looked serious, frowning as she flew back to her perch on a log by the fire. “You know, you might be onto something there,” she said. “Mero, they say, had a number of powerful elemental affinities that he could call on, and he put a lot of time and energy into practicing them. Other masters had only one or two elemental powers. It may be that the creation of dungeons with particularly dangerous elemental combinations—in this case, Pestilence and Fire—prompts the spawning of an elemental power potion. Do you think that might be the case?”  
 
    “It would certainly make sense given what we’ve seen tonight,” Marcus said. “And I guess that means working out what elements are dangerous enough to make that happen. I figure Pestilence is the really bad one, not Fire. Fire can be a good thing, but pestilence is always bad.”  
 
    Ella nodded. “We’ll need to give it some thought, but it opens up a whole new area of dungeon creation that I was never even aware of, and that is definitely a good thing.”  
 
    Marcus got up and walked barefoot over to the cliff wall again. Here, he cast the spell to detach the dungeon chamber and make it a sphere. He held it in his hand, examining it for a moment. It was thick, opaque glass, like the others, but the mist that swirled inside it was inky black with little tongues of red throughout. Instead of bright metal decorating the flattened base of the sphere, this one had a base decorated with carved, yellowed bone.  
 
    “Well,” he said as he stretched out beside the fire on the soft grass. “There’s some lessons learned tonight, that’s for sure. This dungeon master thing just opens more possibilities every time we use it.”  
 
    “That’s the way it should be,” said Ella, smiling down at him from the tree branches above. The tree was her favorite place to rest.  
 
    Marcus lay back on the grass, enjoying the warmth of the campfire and the sight of the grove’s unfamiliar stars up above. He took a deep breath of the clean air and fell to sleep.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, Marcus woke refreshed. Ella was still asleep up in the branches of the tree above, and he didn’t wake her. He stretched. The burn on his leg, from the fight the night before, stung a bit, but it wasn’t so bad. One thing that Marcus had noticed as an advantage to his newly enhanced state was a definite increase in his ability to heal and recover from injuries. He had long been used to the nicks and bruises that were the inevitable part of an active life, but since he’d gained the dungeons and become Master of Evolutions, he’d found that such injuries soon vanished.  
 
    His clothing had dried by the fire. He got dressed, then gathered up his gear before striding across the grove. Hammer heaved himself up and came along, not saying anything. Marcus was deep in thought. He’d left the new Cursed Pestilence dungeon in its crystal ball form in the Grove chamber, and he was thinking about how to begin the creation of a library of dungeon chambers.  
 
    Somehow, the space in the Underway didn’t seem right to him. He wanted something aboveground, probably in the Wasteland up above, making use of the ruins and the unused space. The ground was wet, but it could be drained. There were skilled craftspeople in the Gutter Gang, not least the dwarf Kairn Greymane. 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully to himself as he marched down the corridor and into the main chamber of the Gutter Gang.  
 
    Hammer growled. 
 
    Marcus looked up, surprised. The chamber was unusually silent, and all around the members of the gang were standing, looking at him. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what it is,” a gruff voice said. “It’s your time to take your crooked faerie magic and leave this place. We don’t want you and your magic here. It’s going to bring trouble down on us.”  
 
    Marcus looked around to find the speaker. It was Arn Longhand, a man in his forties with a straggly red beard, a round belly, broad shoulders, and small, cunning eyes. He strode out from the crowd and planted himself firmly in front of Marcus.  
 
    “I challenge you, here and now, to fight, and may the loser be exiled from the Gutter Gang and the Underway!” he growled, putting his clenched fists on his hips.  
 
    Marcus looked at the others. He didn’t know Arn well—the man had only been part of the Gutter Gang for a year or so—but he was concerned that his gang might support Arn’s view. If that was the case, then he’d better just leave, rather than taking up the challenge.  
 
    “Is this your view?” he called to the others.  
 
    There was some muttering and shaking of heads, and then Jonno One-Eye called out from a corner. “Arn Longhand speaks for himself. He doesn’t speak for me!”  
 
    “Nor for me!” another voice called, and there was a general shouting of agreement.  
 
    “Sounds like the others don’t agree with you, Arn,” Marcus said mildly. “Are you sure you want to do this?”  
 
    “These others don’t know what’s good for them!” Arn replied stubbornly. “Only I know cursed magic when I see it. You will bring death on the Gang, I know it! This impending attack would not be happening if not for you! You will bring death upon us and—”  
 
    “Very well,” Marcus said, cutting over the man’s ranting. “You are wrong, and you are a fool if you believe that, but I will take your challenge. State your terms. Would you have me fight you with a blade or with my bare hands?”  
 
    Arn grinned, showing a row of uneven teeth. He lifted his big, knotted fists. “With your bare hands, boy. And none of your magic tricks. I’ll show you how a real man fights.”  
 
    Marcus was angry now. The man was a fool, and a danger to the whole gang. Marcus shrugged off his cloak and unhitched his sword-belt, then peeled off his leather jerkin, leaving only his undershirt.  
 
    Arn did the same, then put up his fists. He began to circle Marcus in a boxer’s stance, and Marcus turned slowly, staying light on his feet and ready for whatever the man threw at him. It was clear that Arn had not benefited from the general upgrading that the rest of the gang seemed to have taken from their proximity to the Master of Evolutions. Marcus guessed that was because Arn’s intention was corrupt. Ella was always saying that a person’s intention was crucial in deciding the effect the magic had on them.  
 
    It meant that Arn would be easy to beat, but it also meant that Marcus had to beat Arn on the man’s own terms. There was also the possibility of more lingering doubts in the Gutter Gang than people were admitting. Marcus would have to beat Arn fair and square, and that meant letting him lead and set the standards of what was acceptable.  
 
    Marcus would let Arn have the first blow.  
 
    He didn’t have to wait long for his opponent to take his opportunity. Arn stepped in with a grin and swung hard at Marcus’s face. The blow cracked against his cheekbone, scraping a gash in his cheek, and Marcus felt his head snap back. What a hit! The man’s fists were heavier than he would have expected.  
 
    Blood trickled down his jaw from where Arn’s blow had cut his cheek. Arn dived in to follow up with a quick combination of jabs. This time, Marcus dodged, trying not to allow his magically enhanced speed take too much influence. Interestingly, he discovered that he could actually rein in the influence of the enhancement if he wanted to.  
 
    Even so, he was still quicker than Arn’s jabs.  
 
    Marcus side-stepped and delivered two sharp blows to the man’s kidneys, then smacked him with an open palm on one ear. To his credit, Arn didn’t buckle under the sudden onslaught, but launched a big, uncontrolled punch at Marcus’s head.  
 
    The blow was badly aimed and left him wide open. Marcus stepped in. One arm came up to block the blow, and the other snapped up to deliver an elbow-strike to the other side of Arn’s head. That hit made him reel. Marcus, not wanting to draw this out any longer than it had to be, followed it up with a knockout jab to the chin.  
 
    Arn’s head snapped back, and he fell, his fists still clenched. As he landed on his back, his fists opened, and something rolled out from his clenched fingers. Marcus stepped quickly up and picked it up. It was a roll of iron pennies, bound up in hemp cloth.  
 
    “No tricks, eh?” Marcus said, holding up the roll for everyone to see. Blood was dripping down his face, and his cheekbone was rapidly purpling to an ugly bruise. Everyone muttered, and a couple of people called out in angry outrage. Marcus dropped the roll of coins onto Arn’s chest.  
 
    “Arn Longhand challenged me to fight him fair and square, and yet he used trickery to make his blows harder. Dirty tricks! That’s the limit of what a man like this can offer you.” Marcus raised his voice and glared around at the Gutter Gang. “I’ll use my new magic to raise you up, to improve your lives and your prospects, and, yes, to win the battle that’s coming against the ratmen and the Sewer Slayers. My powers are not trickery; they’re real! What does Arn Longhand have to offer? Iron pennies. Well, here’s my pension for him, to take him far from here where he can cause no more trouble. He’s exiled from the Gang. Make sure he’s not here when I get back.”  
 
    Marcus pulled a handful of gold towers from his pouch and tossed them onto Arn’s chest, then retrieved his cloak and marched away. After a moment of silence, they began to chant his name.  
 
    He smiled.  
 
    Outside in the tunnel, he raised a hand to his cheek. “You okay, boss?” Hammer asked.  
 
    “Sure,” Marcus replied grimacing. “Just a scratch. I had to let him get a hit in first.” 
 
    “He’s been stirring trouble since you first got the dungeons,” Hammer said. “I should probably have warned you, but I didn’t think it would come to anything, and you were pretty busy.”  
 
    “That’s all right,” Marcus said. “But do the others agree with him?”  
 
    “Nah,” the dog said, “it’s like Jonno said. Arn spoke for himself.”  
 
    “Huh. Well, hopefully that’s the last we’ll see of him, but I guess you never know…”  
 
    He wiped the blood from his face with a rag and got walking. Today, he wanted to go to the armorer and pick up the consignment of leather armor and steel weapons he’d commissioned for the Gang. As he walked, he decided that it wouldn’t be enough. The armorer was good at his job, but he could only work so fast, and he had other clients.  
 
    If Marcus wanted to fit everyone in the Gang in decent armor before the fight, he would have to look elsewhere for another source of gear.  
 
    I’d relied on the battle being a bit further off, he thought. That would give the armorer more time to work. After my encounter with the two men from the Sewer Slayers, and what I overheard, I reckon I’m going to have to move a bit quicker.  
 
    There were armor and weapons dealers up in the Merchants’ Town, and Marcus figured he was probably well-dressed enough to pass for a regular buyer these days. He smiled. His bruised face might raise a few eyebrows, but perhaps people would assume that he was part of a duelist guild.  
 
    Well-made clothing got you a pass for a lot of places, Marcus reflected as he made his way to the exit.  
 
    He came up through the Wastelands entrance, the same place that he’d taken Ella the night they’d met. This was the long way around to the docklands, but the route to the other exits would take Marcus past the entrance to the ratmen’s domain, and he had no desire to go that way, not just now. Besides, he should get used to being up-top again. With his good cloak and boots, he might even pass for a merchant.  
 
    The idea made him smile as he climbed up the steep steps to the ruin where the entrance to the Underway was concealed. As he climbed out and straightened up, something caught his eye.  
 
    As was often the case over the Wastelands, a thick sea-fog had gathered despite the bright sun above. It made it hard to see far, but there was no mistaking the small figure crouched on the stone up ahead.  
 
    It was not much bigger than Ella, and it was white, almost as if it was made of the mist. As Marcus came out of the Underway and stood up, the squatting figure turned its face toward him. Marcus had an impression of pale, lidless eyes, a toothy mouth, and a face that was more skull than flesh, before the thing launched itself like a frog and vanished into the mist.  
 
    “What in the world was that?” asked Marcus.  
 
    “No smell,” said Hammer as he trotted over to sniff the stone where the thing had crouched. “No smell at all. I don’t like that. Everything has some smell. Even the wights that inhabit the Wasteland”  
 
    He shook himself and sneezed, his hackles up as he glared into the mist.  
 
    “It certainly wasn’t one of the wights,” said Marcus. “They’re big, armored, and pretty aggressive. If we’d come upon a wight up here, we’d have had a fight on our hands. Well, it’s gone now, buddy,” said Marcus, scratching the dog behind the ears. “No point in worrying about it now. Let’s get moving, we’ve got a long walk to get to the armorer’s shop.”  
 
    As they walked into the mist, unnoticed by either of them, two pale blue eyes watched them go from behind the stunted ruin of an old tree.  
 
    The day was bright, and the sun was hot, but the cool mist and the brisk air off the sea kept it from being stifling until they reached the edge of the slums. Then, it became very hot and humid, and Marcus was sweating as he walked along. Hammer trailed behind him, panting.  
 
    Marcus got some funny looks from the slum-dwellers, and one knot of rough-looking lads even seemed inclined to find out what he had in his purse. Marcus flicked his cloak back to give them a look at his sword, and they backed off quickly enough. It was a new experience for him, being noticed in the slums. Usually it was in the higher-class levels of the city, and even in the more classy parts of the docklands, where his appearance made people look at him with unfriendly eyes.  
 
    If I get my way, he thought as he strode through the narrow, crowded, clammy lanes, I’ll be able to improve these people’s lot as well. Someday, the wealth and influence of the dungeons will allow me to improve the lives of everyone in Kraken City.  
 
    He comforted himself with that thought as he walked through the slums. Being viewed as an outsider had made him see the place with new eyes. It really was appalling. The dwellers did their best to keep the hovels that passed for homes in good condition, but there was little they could do about the filth that filled the streets.  
 
    Up above, in the high nobles’ tower district, covered canals moved effluent out of the city and off away to sea, beyond the reach of the tides. In the slum district, however, the gray water and untreated sewage from the Merchants’ Town flowed downward and collected in the streets, along with all the other debris that came with being a tightly packed population.  
 
    Pigs and chickens wandered the streets here, and rats, and cats, and pigeons, and who knew what else living here too. The people caught them and ate them, but there never seemed to be any lack of new ones to take their place. Flies buzzed through the air, and the smell was so thick Marcus felt he could almost reach out and get a handful of it.  
 
    Dead-eyed women and thin, undernourished men glared sullenly at Marcus from every door and alleyway as he passed, until he was almost frantic with his awareness of their continuous suffering.  
 
    I will do something about it, he promised himself suddenly. I will change this. I will use the power of the dungeons to change it for them. 
 
    The docklands, when he finally arrived, were a welcome relief from the stifling conditions of the slums. The sea served a constant, fresh sea-breeze. Sails cracked and snapped in the wind, and the shouts of sailors and the calls of gulls mingled with the swash of the sea in an endless, changing music.  
 
    Marcus took a deep breath and smiled. “We’ll get there,” he told the dog. “It’ll be a long road, but we’ll get there. I’ll change this whole place for the better, in time.”  
 
    “I bet you will,” said Hammer.  
 
    They went to the armorer, Rance. As Marcus had expected, the man had not managed to fill the complete order. There were seventeen sets of leather armor, chainmail, swords, and daggers, however, and that was pretty good going. The Gutter Gang had about 35 people who were fit to fight and needed to be kitted out, so Marcus paid the armorer and thanked him.  
 
    “Take as long as you need,” Marcus said. “I’ll come back in another fortnight and see how you’re getting on.”  
 
    “Thank you, master,” Rance said. “That’s a relief. I’ve fallen behind on other orders trying to complete this.”  
 
    “We can’t have that,” Marcus replied. “Just do your best.”  
 
    “Where do you want this stuff delivered to?” the armorer said. Marcus thought for a moment. Moving a load of armor and swords would be tough, and after his recent journey through the slum district, he wasn’t keen to be moving a barrow full of arms through those lanes on his own. Then, he had an idea.  
 
    He smiled. “Deliver it to the Duelists’ Plaza for me. I’ll meet it there in, oh, say three hours from now. Okay?”  
 
    “My pleasure, sir,” said Rance deferentially. “I’ll see to it immediately.”  
 
    Marcus’s next stop was the Merchants’ Town. From the docklands, it was fairly easy to pass through to Merchants’ Town without trouble. The Middle Watch—the guarded ring of ditch and wall that protected Merchants’ Town on every side—crossed the main road in from the docklands, but there was so much trade up and down at all hours of the day that the guards there mainly only worked to keep out obvious beggars and known criminals. Marcus, in his good clothes, felt confident that he could pass unremarked.  
 
    It went just as he’d thought. The road up from the docklands was wide and cobbled, and thronged with carts and folk of all kinds moving back and forth. Impressive buildings in wood and stone lined the road on both sides—inns for the most part, but with shops, storehouses, breweries, and administrative buildings all mixed in as well.  
 
    At the Middle Watch line, flush with the buildings, two square wooden guard-towers stood on both sides of the road. Between them, was a huge wooden gate that could be slammed closed to block the way quickly if needed. Guards in bright mail with long spears stood on top of the towers, looking over the crowd, and other guards stood at the bottom of the towers.  
 
    To his immense satisfaction, nobody gave Marcus a second glance.  
 
    Walking through the Merchants’ Town in daylight, openly, was a new experience for Marcus. The thieves guild was situated in the middle level of the city, in the same area as Merchants’ Town, but during his time at the thieves guild, he’d not had much time for leisure, and most of his activities were confined to the guild buildings and courtyards. Now, he didn’t hurry, enjoying wandering through the tightly packed crowds, through markets with people hawking their wares in loud voices, past inns and pot-shops, and shops selling all kinds of goods, from clothing to potions to magical books and dried herbs. It seemed that anything you could imagine could be bought here in Merchants’ Town.  
 
    Remembering what Ella had said about dungeon ingredients, Marcus decided to get some things for a dungeon that might make some interesting combinations. He walked around the biggest market, looking at the stalls. He bought a bronze dagger and some silver finger-rings from a metalworker. From a jeweler’s stall, he bought a small bag of uncut rubies. A vendor selling potions and dried meats had a range of plant seeds that were supposed to have stimulant effects, and Marcus thought that could lead to some interesting results. He bought a couple of bags of seeds, nodding as the old woman explained how they’d keep him on his feet for days if needed. Marcus put all this into his leather belt-pouch, which felt heavy by the time he was done.  
 
    Partly as an afterthought, he bought a strange piece of jewelry—though most people wouldn’t see it as particularly decorative. A big lobster claw dangled from a silver chain like a gem in a pendant. The sailor he’d bought it from said it was a good luck charm, and Marcus figured he could use all the luck he could get, especially when he left the claw to evolve in a chamber. He slipped that into his pouch too.  
 
    As he turned away from the market and made his way toward the armorer’s street—where the blacksmiths and leather workers and those who sold secondhand arms and armor plied their trade—he was stopped by a sudden hand on his shoulder.  
 
    He turned, swiftly, a hand dropping to the hilt of his dagger.  
 
    “No need for that,” said a throaty voice. A strange figure stood before him. She was a woman, maybe a few years older than him by her build, and dressed in a long, dark red robe. A mask was pulled up over her mouth and nose, and her hood pulled down so only her eyes could be seen.  
 
    She was holding something out to him, something about a foot long and wrapped in coarse linen.  
 
    “Take this,” she said. “It’s for you; I realize that now. It took me too long to find you, Eloran, but now I understand at last.” 
 
    “Eloran?” he asked, but she suddenly thrust the package in his hands.  
 
     “This is yours,” she said.  
 
    Marcus took the package. It was heavy, as if filled with metal.  
 
    “But what…” he began to ask, but she silenced him with a curt shake of her head.  
 
    She glanced over her shoulder, pulling off one black glove to reveal hands that looked rather too wide, too long and too scrawny for a human. Marcus shuddered involuntarily as he looked at those hands. The woman drew a ring off the index finger of her left hand and pressed it into his hand.  
 
    “You must take this, too, as a sign that I have succeeded in my mission,” she said as she drew her glove back on.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” said Marcus, looking at the ring. It was red gold, with a black stone fixed in an elaborate setting. “What is this about? Who are you?” 
 
    “There is no time now for me to explain. Farewell, Eloran, Dungeon Bearer. The prophecy will be fulfilled, and I have played my part.”  
 
    She glanced over her shoulder, once to either side, as if she feared being followed. Then, turning on her heel, she spoke one last time. “Farewell, Eloran. May the fates of Margion be with you.”  
 
    She disappeared into the crowd as if she had never been.  
 
    Marcus stared after her for a moment, then looked at the ring she’d given him.  
 
    “Who in the world is Margion?” he asked out loud, “and what was that all about anyway?”  
 
    Hammer leaned against his knee. “She smelled funny, not like a human at all.”  
 
    “She didn’t really sound like one either,” Marcus said. “And did you see her hands? Creepy.” 
 
    “What’s in the parcel?”  
 
    “No idea, but I don’t want to open it here. Come on, let’s get to the armorer’s street and finish the day’s work.”  
 
    It wasn’t far. Marcus put the strange ring in his pocket and tucked the package under one arm, then started walking. He put the thoughts of the strange woman out of his head for now—weird as it was, she was gone, and there was nothing he could do about it, so he just focused on the task at hand.  
 
    He browsed a couple of armorer’s shops before he found one he liked. This fellow seemed to specialize in stocking a wide range of different armor and weapons from all over the world—heavy plate that would have fitted an ork berserker, a miniature coat of chainmail that was almost small enough to have fitted Ella, and everything in between.  
 
    Marcus bargained with the man over 20 suits of human-sized light armor, and two dozen swords and daggers. When they finally agreed on a price, Marcus paid a little extra with a comment about discretion before he asked that the gear be loaded onto a covered cart and brought to Duelists’ Plaza in the docklands in an hour.  
 
    That done, he wandered to a nearby tavern where he sat outside at a table in the courtyard. A boy brought him a tankard of decent ale, half a roast chicken, and a meaty beef-bone for Hammer, and then Marcus set about opening his mysterious package. 
 
    It was a mace.  
 
    The weapon was bronze, highly polished and with a fat green crystal the size and shape of a duck’s egg set into the middle of it. The handle was inlaid with silver and gold in a filigree design. A sharp spike jutted out from the handle. The head itself rose in four spiked crests. Despite its elaborate and ceremonial look, it was heavy, and seemed like it could do the business if required.  
 
    Bemused, and with no more idea what the mysterious woman had meant by her strange words than he’d had before, Marcus re-wrapped the parcel and finished his meal. Satisfied, he headed back down toward the docklands.  
 
    He reached the Duelists’ Plaza as dusk was beginning to fall. The two deliverymen were waiting with their hand-carts. They looked uncomfortable—night was falling, and Duelists’ Plaza was not a safe place to hang about after dark, but Marcus gave them each a generous tip and instructed them to leave their carts with him, saying he’d send a message to their masters when he was done with the carts.  
 
    The young deliverymen left together, grateful to be gone.  
 
    “What’s all this?” said a duelist, approaching from the direction of one of the surrounding inns. Marcus was wearing a sword, which could be seen as a challenge to the duelists. He would have to act quickly to make it clear that he was not here to fight.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what it is. It’s a job for you, friend,” said Marcus, holding out a gold tower. “Guard my cart from robbers, and if anyone tries to mess with this, kill them!”  
 
    The duelist grinned and took the coin. “You have my word,” he said.  
 
    Marcus knew he could rely on that. These duelists would rather die than break a pledge of honor, even for an insignificant job like this. That was what being a duelist was all about.  
 
    He left the man and walked to the nearby lane behind one of the inns. Here, as before, he found his entrance to the Underway. He stepped in, went 20 yards down the tunnel, and placed his bladehand chamber. The entrance shimmered into life.  
 
    He went back out to the lane behind the inn. An entrance to the inn’s stableyard led out into the lane. Marcus pushed it open. He caught a passing stable hand and told him to give him a hand with his carts. 
 
    The lad, seeing nothing unusual in this, did so. Ten minutes later, Marcus’s carts, piled with sets of armor, were sitting in one side of the stable yard. Covered as they were with leather tarpaulins, no one would have guessed that they contained enough weapons and armor to outfit a small guard company. The duelist, thinking nothing of the small job, except that he’d been well paid, shook Marcus’s hand and went on his way.  
 
    Nobody thought anything unusual of it, but Marcus had managed to get his carts one step closer to the Underway without anyone wondering why he was doing such a thing.  
 
    After waiting for a couple of hours, Marcus headed out into the stableyard again. All was quiet, with all the patrons of the inn well-settled with beer and food inside. He pushed the lane gate open, grabbed one cart, and hauled it out through the gate. The stable lad he’d used earlier saw him go, and said a word to the guard on the gate. The guard smiled and nodded Marcus through. Marcus shouldered the gate closed behind him before he marched the cart up the lane, into the Underway, and then through the dungeon doorway into the entrance corridor. 
 
    Quickly, he unloaded, then took the empty cart back to the inn’s stableyard. He repeated the procedure with the second cart. Once he was done, he lifted the dungeon chamber again.  
 
    When the option to Begin Gestation Process appeared for the dungeon, Marcus denied it.  
 
    “Dungeon Stasis,” he said, and felt the activity in the dungeon recede. He tossed the glass ball up in the air and caught it again, feeling well satisfied with himself.  
 
    Through careful use of his dungeon and a bit of logistical legwork, he’d managed to get enough armor and weapons into his dungeon chamber and now, thanks to the dungeon magic, he could carry the whole lot in one hand.  
 
    He grinned. “This deserves another mug of ale, I think,” he said to Hammer. Together, they headed back to the inn.  
 
    “You get your carts unloaded all right, sir?” said the stable lad as he came back in through the stableyard.  
 
    “I did,” said Marcus. He asked the lad to send two messages, one to each of the armor-merchants he’d bought from, telling them they could collect their carts from the inn whenever they were ready. The lad snapped Marcus a salute and rushed off to fulfil his errand immediately.  
 
    A good lad, that, thought Marcus. He was reminded of himself at that age, not long apprenticed to the thieves guild and always ready to make the most of an opportunity for a coin. He smiled and headed into the inn for another beer and something else to eat.  
 
    It would be a long walk back through the slum district to the Underway’s Wasteland entrance, but he wanted to get back tonight. There was not a moment to waste in getting the new arms and armor into the hands of the Gutter Gang.  
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    Marcus returned to the Gutter Gang’s base without incident. He was tired by the time he got home, and it was very early morning. Everyone was asleep except for the guards. He went to the grove and fell asleep on the lush grass.  
 
    When he woke, he went to equip the Gang with their new gear. Jonno and the others reported that ratmen had been seen near the entrance to the Gutter Gang’s base, but had fled when challenged. Jay—the folk no longer called him “Old Jay” since he’d regained his sight and vigor—was not too concerned. He seemed confident that whatever happened, having the Master of Evolutions on their side would make all the difference.  
 
    “Cold steel will make the difference, too,” Marcus reminded them all as he distributed the weapons.  
 
    “Aye, this is good stuff,” said Kairn Greymane, looking over the weapons. He was a stout, thick-set fellow, a dwarf but not much shorter than Marcus himself. He was built like a beer-barrel, with huge shoulders, a thick neck, and a massive, iron-gray beard. Kairn had been training the Gutter Gang in fighting techniques, and he seemed pleased with their progress.  
 
    “They’ll be able to hold the gateway, no problem at all,” he said proudly, as if displaying a trophy. The gang members looked good, the effects of Marcus’s magic making them stronger and healthier by the day.  
 
    Marcus smiled at them. “Wear your armor well,” he said, “and bear your weapons bravely. Together, we’ll survive whatever the fates throw at us, and go on to thrive in our next chapter.”  
 
    They all cheered and clashed their weapons together. Kairn beamed proudly at them.  
 
    Marcus had business to attend to.  
 
    He had agreed that his pet duelists should return and fight a dungeon chamber again after a week had passed; that time had now come. It was no bad thing, either—Marcus wanted to resupply with gold after his spending spree on armor the day before, and having the duelists run the dungeon meant he could take his cut of their loot. Also, after the creation of the Cursed Pestilence dungeon, Marcus wanted to have another go at making a new chamber; one that would be more usable day to day than the Cursed Pestilence dungeon.  
 
    The creation of new dungeon chambers, and the gestation processes that created the monsters, were fueled by energy expended within the dungeon system. If Marcus wanted a new chamber, he would have to have some adventurers run the dungeon first.  
 
    He would be expecting the duelists at the entrance near the plaza in a couple of hours, and if he were to avoid passing the entrance to the ratmen’s domain, he would have to go the same route as he’d taken yesterday—through the lowest levels of the city. That would take some time, and he wanted to set off soon.  
 
    After a quick talk with Ella, Marcus packed his Bladehand dungeon and his dungeon with the shadow-duelists—which he now thought of as the Harpy dungeon—and headed off. This time, he left Hammer behind. The dog was tired after yesterday, and he chose to hang out at the barricades with Jonno and Jay instead of walking half across the city with Marcus.  
 
    “Fair enough,” Marcus told him with a grin. As he made his way, the clash of steel came from behind him, where the Gang were training under Kairn’s watchful eye.  
 
    He walked up to the Middle Watch this time, and he passed the guards without comment. One guard gave him a questioning look, but he was dressed well, like a merchant, and so nobody challenged him. It was a longer walk around this way, but more pleasant. After an hour’s walking, he came down the main road to the docklands, and half an hour later, he was in the Duelists’ Plaza.  
 
    Instead of waiting, he went straight to the entrance to the Underway, headed in, and placed both his dungeons. He did not have long to wait for his adventurer team to arrive. 
 
    Jonah, Tyler, and Jek came prowling down the corridor together, swords drawn. They were looking well-fed and well-clothed, and they all had new boots.  
 
    “Dungeon Master!” cried Jonah when he saw Marcus. “I’m pleased to see you! We almost could not believe our good fortune last time, and my friends here were not sure that you would come again this week!”  
 
    Marcus grinned at them. “My honor may not be that of a duelist, but you can rely on me to be where I say I’ll be.”  
 
    “Good, good!” said Jonah. “But… there are two doors now? What does it mean?”  
 
    “There are two dungeons now,” said Marcus with a shrug. “Which will you choose? Would you like to try the new one?”  
 
    Jonah and his companions glanced uncomfortably at each other. “Well, the truth is, we’ve been discussing a new tactic we’d like to try against the bladehand. If it’s all the same to you, we’d like to fight that monster again, please.”  
 
    Marcus laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m not offended,” he said, gesturing toward the door that led to the Bladehand dungeon. “Head on in! I look forward to hearing how you get on!”  
 
    The three duelists, chattering enthusiastically, headed into the chamber together, and the door swung closed behind them. In truth, Marcus was actually a little disappointed. He was proud of the Harpy chamber, with its elaborate recreation of the Duelists’ Plaza, and the unexpected Harpy attack at the end of the run. He thought that Jonah and his team would enjoy it, and he’d looked forward to hearing what they had to say about it. But some instinct told him that he should not try to influence their choice.  
 
    That was interesting, that instinct, and he wondered why it was the case. Where did that instinct come from? Why would it be a bad thing for him to influence their decision? Since he had gained the power of the Master of Evolutions, Marcus had been feeling strange new emotions and instincts driving his decision-making more and more. The power that he had gained, he was realizing, was more than just the dungeon creation, or even the ability to influence the progression of the people around him. There was something deeper going on inside him, an intuition and a feeling of destiny that seemed all around him now. His choices meant something; they were significant in ways that were not yet clear to him.  
 
    Pleased at thinking this out, he smiled. He would do his best to listen to those instincts when they showed themselves. Marcus could hear the sound of fighting from within the Bladehand chamber now. To pass the time, he attempted to conjure the model dungeon table. To his surprise, it worked. He had thought that perhaps it was something he could only do within the grove, but apparently that was not the case. The black glass table appeared, with the models of the dungeons large on its surface.  
 
    He looked at the different elements, and then leaned closer. There was a spell hovering over the table! 
 
    “What in the…?” he muttered as he read the glowing text. “Dungeon… Meld!”  
 
    The world spun around him. Suddenly, he was looking down from a height, straight into the Bladehand chamber! The duelists were using weighted nets to hinder the bladehand. It was not going as well as they’d obviously hoped it would, but they seemed to be having fun anyway. They had tangled two of the bladehand’s arms up in a weighted net, and Jonah was attempting to get close enough to stab it in the eye again, but it kept throwing him back. The other two were trying to distract it by throwing torches, but not succeeding.  
 
    Marcus leaned back a little, his awareness expanding. Part of his awareness was still with his body, leaning motionless over the glowing table in the Underway corridor. Part of it was watching the adventurers fight. A third part was looking in at the Harpy dungeon. 
 
    Here, he could see the shadow-duelists moving restlessly about, swords in hand. A ghostly wind stirred the leaves in the trees, and in the branches the harpy slept. The trees themselves seemed to stir for a moment, a flicker of awareness moving through the whole dungeon chamber.  
 
    “Down here, it is, for sure,” said a voice.  
 
    Marcus snapped his awareness to the tunnel. The voices came from the entrance.  
 
    “Can it be? This is just an old sewer tunnel,” said a second.  
 
    “This is where they went, there’s no doubt,” said the first voice firmly. It was the voice of a woman.  
 
    “Come on, Anja, these are brand new shoes I’ve got on here. I don’t want to go walking about in a sewer,” whined a man.  
 
    The one called Anja snapped a terse reply that Marcus missed, and there was a ripple of laughter from several other male voices. Marcus stretched his awareness away from the table and up the corridor, toward the entrance. There was a group of people there, four men and a woman.  
 
    The woman was in her late twenties, good-looking but hard-eyed and grim-faced. She held a bare longsword with a curved crossguard in one hand. She wore a steel plate over boiled leather with a surcoat of interlocking bronze plates. Behind her were four men in heavy armor, armed with swords, long shields, and spears. The man closest to her, who was obviously the man who had been speaking, stepped back, muttering to the sound of his companions’ jibes.  
 
    “Shut up, you lot,” snapped the woman. “This is where the duelists went. They’ve been boasting all over town that they’ve been favored by the dungeon master, and Diremage Xeron wants to know what’s happening. You all read the bounty letter—he thinks this ‘dungeon master’ is part of a vampire invasion. We need to root that out before it takes hold.”  
 
    “Vampires,” said another of the men, a stocky, fair man with a scarred face. “I don’t like the sound of that. There’s all kinds of weird things in the Underway—ratmen and murgals and who knows what else. Couldn’t we just tell Xeron that we went and looked and didn’t find anything? He might pay us for trying anyway.”  
 
    “And you think that’ll wash with a Diremage? Honestly, Hardin, you really are as stupid as you’re big, aren’t you? He’s a Diremage! A magical vampire hunter from another world! You don’t mess around with someone like that! You’d be better meeting a whole coven of vampires down here than trying to tell fibs to Diremage Xeron!”  
 
    The scarred guy, Hardin, shut his mouth but looked reluctant.  
 
    Anja turned on them all, her fists on her hips. “What a bunch of babies!” she growled at them. “Call yourselves fighters? I’m going in there, and you’re coming too, and whatever we find, it’ll be less terrifying than the wrath of a Diremage. Come on!”  
 
    She took a step into the Underway, and her companions reluctantly followed her. Marcus, who had been watching with fascination, suddenly snapped back into himself. What to do? They were coming down the tunnel toward him, and he only had a moment to act before they saw him.  
 
    With a twist of his willpower, he dispelled the table, breaking the Dungeon Meld spell as he did so. He glanced at the two dungeon doors. He couldn’t let this lot disrupt the duelists in the middle of their bladehand run—again, for some reason he couldn’t quite put a finger on, he had the feeling that it would be very bad.  
 
    The other dungeon, however, was a different story.  
 
    Quickly, Marcus moved the entrance to the Harpy dungeon a little nearer, and shifted the bladehand entrance away, further up the corridor. He couldn’t actually cast a spell on the bladehand entrance to hide it, but instead, he walked over to the entrance, pulled the door closed, and cast his Ultimate Stealth spell on himself, hoping that the spell’s influence would spread to the door as well.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Ultimate Stealth Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 2% 
 
    Progress to next level: 62% 
 
      
 
    Nice, Marcus thought. His efforts had the desired effect, and he’d got a small level increase as well. As the little fighter team approached, their attention was caught by the entrance to the Harpy chamber.  
 
    “What’s this?” said the biggest member of the group. He approached the door, seeming bolder than the others of the group. He was dressed in heavy plate armor over bright mail, and he carried a spear and a round shield, with a longsword at his side. He had a big full-face helmet on his head, with the visor up. A thick, wiry black beard stuck out combatively from the helmet. Anja came up beside him.  
 
    “I don’t know, Ben,” she said, and tentatively pushed the door open. The big fighter, Ben, stood beside her while the other three men held back warily, their eyes fixed on the door. 
 
    Ben stuck his head through the door. “Seems like a corridor going down to some kind of bigger chamber. You reckon there might be some truth in these rumors of dungeons after all?”  
 
    Anja shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Seems more likely than vampires, anyway. I figured that was just a blind for something else. Maybe this is it.”  
 
    Ben looked at the others. They huddled together, clearly afraid, glancing back toward the daylight. Ben’s eyes shone with excitement as he spoke to them. “This could be big ticket stuff, you guys!” he enthused. “Haven’t you heard the legends of dungeons?”  
 
    “Sure I have,” said the whiny one, a small, sallow, rodent-faced man armed with a black metal morningstar. “I’ve heard nothing good about them. I came here to hunt vampires, not dungeons. I think you’re right, and that is a dungeon. I want nothing to do with it. I’m leaving.”  
 
    “Come on, Pike, what about the Diremage, and the payment?” asked Ben incredulously.  
 
    “The Diremage can whistle for all I care,” the whiny man called Pike spat. “I can get just as much payment guarding cargo on the docks for a week as was offered for this job, and be a damn sight safer and more comfortable doing so. No,” he said, snapping his gloved fingers in their direction, “that’s for the Diremage, and for you, too, if you’re fool enough to mess with dungeons. I’m off.”  
 
    He turned on his heel and marched off, back toward the daylight. The other two took one look at each other, then turned and followed. Big Ben stood next to Anja, seeming torn.  
 
    “Well,” said Anja, looking up at him. “What do you say? Decision time.”  
 
    Ben frowned. “I want to see. Last I heard, dungeons haven’t existed for years. I’m not sure if there’s ever been one here in Kraken. It could be amazing. Yeah, I want to see. What about you?”  
 
    “I’ve come here to do a job,” said Anja, “and I’m going to do it. If Xeron wants news of dungeons, I won’t go back until I’m sure that’s what this is.”  
 
    Ben grinned, his eyes shining. “Let’s do it then!” he said, and jammed the visor of his helmet down over his face. His black beard stuck out from beneath it.  
 
    Anja nodded her head and smiled fondly at him. “Thanks, big guy,” she said, clapping him on the arm. “I’d rather have you here with me than that weasel Pike and his whining any day. Guarding cargo on the docks is all he’s good for. Us, we’re made for better things!”  
 
    “Yeah, that Pike’s a slimy one,” Ben agreed, his voice muffled through his helmet. “I hope we don't see him again.” He shook his shield and spear. “Come on, let’s do this. I’m getting hungry. Watch out for traps!”  
 
    To Marcus’s delight, the two of them stepped into the Harpy dungeon.  
 
    This is brilliant, he thought. I needed dungeon runners to fight the dungeons, to provide loot and expend energy within, powering new evolutions. Now, I’ve got two sets of dungeon runners fighting different chambers simultaneously!  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus felt a little concerned about the talk of Diremage Xeron. Anja and Ben had clearly been sent by the Diremage to investigate the rumors of dungeons and try to find out who’d rescued his faerie. What would happen if they fought the dungeon, and reported to the Diremage what they’d discovered?  
 
    The different scenarios ran through Marcus’s head as he hurried a little way up the corridor and conjured his dungeon table again. The fighters, Ben and Anja, might run the dungeon and take the loot, and then report to the Diremage. If that happened, it might create a serious problem for Marcus. With confirmation of the dungeon’s existence in the Underway, the Diremage might decide to hire many more people to come and fight there, regaining the grove faerie for himself and carrying out his evil plan.  
 
    On the other hand, if Marcus could convince Ben and Anja to transfer their loyalty to him instead, things might go very differently. The Diremage would not get the confirmation he sought, and he would be back to listening for rumors about the dungeons. Those rumors would not be enough to justify hiring an army, and Xeron would be back to square one.  
 
    There was, of course, always the possibility that the fighters would be killed in the Harpy chamber, but somehow Marcus didn’t think that was likely. Ben was heavily armed and armored, and confident, and he had said, “Look out for traps!” which suggested he knew something about how dungeons operated. Anja, though smaller and more lightly armored, seemed like a fierce and capable fighter. Together, they would be more than capable of seeing their way through the chamber.  
 
    Would he have to kill them?  
 
    Marcus forced himself to think about that possibility. He had liked both of them on sight. The big, ballsy, slightly slow Ben, and the fierce, smart, capable-looking Anja. He had no doubt that if he had to, he could beat them both—his talents were magically enhanced, after all—but again, all his instincts rose up against that possibility.  
 
    No, he decided suddenly, even if these two refused to join him and went to Xeron with their information, he wouldn’t kill them. He would go and kill Xeron himself instead if he had to, but he would not kill Anja and Ben. He would do everything he could to bring them over to his side.  
 
    Leaning over the dungeon table, he activated Dungeon Meld again, and snapped into place with his awareness stretching through his dungeon system. A quick look in on the duelists showed that they had defeated the bladehand, but to Marcus’s surprise a second one had spawned! That was new. The door had opened to the corridor, so the duelists had the option to leave, but they were choosing not to. They had retrieved their nets and were using them to entangle their new enemy again.  
 
    Marcus left them and turned his awareness to the Harpy chamber. To his satisfaction, he found that Anja and Ben had navigated the traps in the corridor successfully, and they were now just entering the main chamber.  
 
    As he watched them advance warily into the Harpy chamber, Marcus thought that the place looked different. The trees were bigger, the chamber a bit wider, and the flagstone courtyard in the middle looked overgrown with weeds and grass poking out from between the stones.  
 
    It’s changed, he thought, the chamber has changed in some subtle ways. And in the other chamber, a second bladehand spawned. That’s never happened before. So the dungeons continue to develop and change even without new ingredients…  
 
    Up until now, Marcus had always considered the combat dungeon chambers to be static, but he realized clearly now that this was not in fact the case. Thinking about it, it suddenly seemed obvious. The Grove chamber had always continued to develop, hadn’t it? The trees increased and grew bigger, the waterfall and pool grew deeper, and the grass grew taller. Even the seasons changed within the grove. Why wouldn’t the combat chambers change too? It certainly made sense.  
 
    Marcus watched Anja and Ben with interest.  
 
    They moved into the chamber carefully, sticking to the sides as they went and keeping a close eye on their surroundings. As they moved closer to the center, shadows formed under the trees and broke off, turning into the sinister forms of five shadow-duelists.  
 
    But now, Marcus could see that even the duelists had changed. They weren’t shadows anymore—they had skulls for faces now, and bony hands clasped their swords. They moved with an eerie silence, circling toward the adventurers even as the adventurers moved to put their backs against one of the walls.  
 
    There was a rumbling noise. The whole chamber shook, and Marcus watched in amazement as the walls began to contract, closing up the space of the dungeon chamber and pushing the adventurers closer to the grove of trees.  
 
    “We’ll have to tackle them head-on,” said Anja tersely. “Let’s get toward the trees and we can have them at our backs instead of the wall.”  
 
    “Got it,” said Ben, hefting his spear. “Watch my back.”  
 
    Anja dropped a step behind him, holding her sword in both hands. Ben moved swiftly toward the duelists, his shield high and his spear pointing forward, braced against his side.  
 
    Together, the pair moved across the chamber quickly, until at the last moment, the skeleton duelists tried to rush them from all sides. Ben’s spear darted in and out of one of them, but that didn’t seem to make any difference. When he slashed the rim of his heavy shield across the face of another, the bone crunched and splinters flew before the duelist crumpled to the ground.  
 
    “We have to smash them,” he said to Anja. “This spear won’t be much use!”  
 
    He dropped his spear and whipped out his sword, bringing it down on the head of another duelist. Anja traded blows with a third. She drove it away from Ben’s back before taking its sword arm off at the elbow. The duelist made a hissing screech and reached for her throat, but she beheaded it.  
 
    The skeleton vanished in a wisp of mist and smoke, and its empty clothes and sword fell to the ground. Anja whirled, slamming a shoulder into another duelist and batting its sword away with her own before kicking it in the knee to knock it off balance.  
 
    More were appearing from the trees. They rattled toward the adventurers. Ben finished his opponent with a skull-crushing blow to the head, and Anna took out another the same way.  
 
    The two adventurers joined each other again. “You all right?” Anja asked Ben quickly.  
 
    “Not a scratch,” the big fighter answered with satisfaction. “You?”  
 
    “All good,” Anja said with a grim smile. “These skeletons are pretty satisfying to kill.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben agreed. “They crunch nicely when you hit them. Come on, let’s get to the trees and take out these enemies at the source.”  
 
    “Sounds right to me,” said Anja, hefting her blade. “But you know what they say about dungeons—the enemies come in waves. Watch out for something new happening when we get there.”  
 
    Together, they moved steadily toward the trees. The skeletons rushed them again—six new ones came on in pairs. Anja and Ben made short work of them, crunching bones and lopping off arms and legs quickly as the enemies charged. It didn’t take them long to get to the trees.  
 
    At the last moment, they spotted the ring of runes. “Watch out! That’s going to be a trigger!” said Ben, but at the same moment as he spoke, a skeleton duelist darted between him and Anja, forcing her back toward the trees. Her foot slipped over the line of runes even as Ben warned her.  
 
    Three things happened at once.  
 
    From the far side of the chamber, a group of skeleton duelists came rushing at Ben. The harpy, triggered by Anja’s foot on the rune circle, appeared from the trees and flew upward on massive, leathery wings, screaming angrily. From the center, something big appeared and charged at Anja. It was low to the ground, about the size of a large dog, clattering as it ran across the flagstones toward Anja.  
 
    It was a giant spider made entirely of bones.  
 
    “Anja!” yelled Ben as he laid about himself with his shield and sword. For a big guy in steel plate armor, he was fast, but the sheer number of duelists who were suddenly appearing from the trees forced him away from her.  
 
    She was focused on the bone spider as it charged her, with its massive, clattering jaw snapping open and shut. Above, the harpy flapped its wings, preparing for a dive.  
 
    Big Ben changed his tactics suddenly. He stopped fighting the skeletons who were mobbing him and turned away, charging across to where he’d dropped his spear earlier. He dropped his sword, swept the spear up off the ground, and launched it at the harpy just as the monster dived.  
 
    The skeletons pursued him, flinging themselves at him as he snatched his sword up again. The spear soared through the air. It was a mighty throw, and Marcus had never seen anyone throw a spear so accurately over such a distance. The point slammed home—right through the harpy’s chest—sending it blasting backward in a spray of blood. It screamed, then dropped lifeless to the ground.  
 
    Anja was smashing at the bone spider with two-handed blows, working on the legs and the delicate face-parts of the horrific monster as it snapped at her. With a sudden flurry of blows, she smashed the front of the monster to pieces, then drove her blade all the way into its face. It reared up on its back legs, the ruined front legs waving in the air ineffectually as it tumbled backward.  
 
    “Take that, you bony horror!” Anja cried exultantly as she held up her blade.  
 
    Ben bulled his way through a knot of duelists, grinning as he smashed them with his shield and sword.  
 
    But then the trees came to life.  
 
    Anja turned away from them, preparing to come back and help Ben. The nearest tree suddenly morphed. A massive face with raging eyes and a huge, toothy mouth appeared in the middle of the trunk, and the roots smashed up through the paving stones like massive tentacles that tried to grab Anja around the legs and arms.  
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    Anja yelled out in horror as the mutated tree tried to catch and neutralize her sword-arm. A mighty swing of her blade slashed through a creeping root, but the tree lifted her off the ground and began to draw her slowly toward its gaping mouth. The upper branches of the tree shed all their leaves in a sudden cloud, and burst outward as long, whipping tentacles, each one tipped with a bulging, bloodshot eye.  
 
    Ben roared out his anger at being kept back from the fight, but more and more skeleton duelists were flinging themselves at him, and no matter how hard he fought forward, he couldn’t get to her fast enough.  
 
    Anja was on her own.  
 
    She swiped her sword, lopping off the tree roots as they lashed at her, but she couldn’t reach the ones that wrapped her feet and hips. The monster was lifting her toward its gaping mouth, where two rows of massive teeth awaited her. At the last moment, she made a lunge upward, bringing her blade up hard across the creature’s right eye.  
 
    It writhed in sudden pain, and a dull roaring noise spilled from its yawning mouth. It stopped drawing her in for a moment, and that was all she needed. She plunged the sword into the monster’s eye right up to the hilt, then drew it back and did the same to the left.  
 
    The tree monster roared, a deep thundering boom that rose and rose until it reached an unbearably high pitch. Dark blood spurted from both eyes, and black smoke poured from its mouth as if the monster was giving up its spirit. Then, with a shudder, it dropped Anja to the ground. The leaves swirled around it, and it turned into an innocent-looking tree again.  
 
    Anja didn’t waste a second. She leaped to her feet and charged across the chamber to aid Ben. As the tree monster had died, a skeleton duelist had managed to yank Ben’s legs out from under him, sending him sprawling to the ground in his heavy plate. As he struggled to rise, the skeletons piled onto him, tearing at his armor and trying to stab their blades in through the weak spots.  
 
    With a roar of battle-fury, Anja smashed into them like a tidal wave, sending them flying in every direction as she tore into them with her sword. Ben, given the moment’s respite that he needed, managed to launch himself up from the ground, and the skeletons fell back from him, smashing onto the ground.  
 
    Just like that, the tide of the battle turned. The skeletons were driven into disarray, and the two fighters charged them again and again, until there were none left. As Ben smashed the last skeleton’s head with a mighty punch from his gauntleted fist, an eerie quiet fell over the chamber. It was broken by a solid, metallic clink from over by the door.  
 
    “What’s that noise?” said Ben, whirling to look, but Anja was smiling.  
 
    “The legends of the dungeons are true,” she said. “Look by the door. It’s our reward for fighting the monsters of the dungeon.”  
 
    “Our… reward?” said Ben. “But I thought… well, that is, I never truly believed… I mean, I hoped…”  
 
    “And your hope has been rewarded,” said Marcus as he stepped into the chamber. When he realized that the battle was over, he’d quickly disengaged his awareness from the Dungeon Meld, bringing his full consciousness back into his body. He’d then hurried up into the chamber. Now was the time to try to bring these two fighters over to his side.  
 
    The two fighters raised their blades, but Marcus smiled and held up his empty hands. “I’m not here to fight. Come, take your gold. You’ve earned it. There’s more than gold here, too, it looks like. Potions, perhaps some jewels. These dungeons never cease to surprise me.”  
 
    “But who are you?” Anja asked warily as she and Ben approached.  
 
    Marcus spread his hands, indicating the expanse of the dungeon chamber. “I’m the Master of the Dungeons. These belong to me, and I’m in charge of guiding their creation and their progression.” 
 
    “You!” said Anja. “So you’re the one the Diremage is looking for!”  
 
    “Are you a vampire, then?” said Ben. He had pushed his helmet up, but the expression on his face was suspicious.  
 
    “I’m no vampire,” Marcus assured them. He lifted his upper lip so they could both see that he had no fangs. “I’m just a man—a man who got lucky and was granted great power.” 
 
    “We ought to capture you and take you back to the Diremage,” Anja said doubtfully, watching Marcus’s face. “The reward would no doubt be great…”  
 
    “No doubt!” Marcus agreed easily. “It’s true that he’d probably pay you well for the job. Once. But have a look at this haul. Would he pay you this well?”  
 
    The fighters seemed satisfied that Marcus did not have any drawn weapons and did not pose any immediate threat to them, so they approached, lowering their blades. Keeping a wary eye on Marcus, Ben stooped to look at the treasure. Gold coins piled in chests, alongside bags of rubies, ingots of good steel, and a couple of potions in small bottles.  
 
    “There’s a small fortune here,” he said in amazement, then he looked suspiciously at Marcus. “We could take this loot, and take you. That way we could profit twice!”  
 
    “That’s true, you could,” said Marcus. “But you’d never get to run a dungeon again. If you let me continue as the Dungeon Master, then you will be able to come back as often as you want. Every time you run the dungeon, you will get loot like this, or maybe even better. You can try to capture me and take me back to the Diremage, or you can ally with me, and return here to fight dungeons and earn massive rewards every time, as many times as you want.”  
 
    “What’s in it for you?” Anja asked suspiciously.  
 
    “Twenty percent,” Marcus replied without hesitation. “You fight, you earn, and I take a cut. I get to keep working on creating dungeons, and you get to keep earning. Everyone wins.”  
 
    “Unless we die in one of your dungeons,” Anja pointed out. “That was a near thing with the tree monster.”  
 
    Marcus shrugged. “You’re professionals, right? You fight for pay? This is the best offer you’re going to get to fight and do what you do best. You get consistent, reliable income, and the chance to sharpen your skills against a wide range of interesting monsters. I’ll have dungeons for you every time you come, and I’ll be creating new ones all the time. Or, you can take me back to Xeron and collect your reward. I guarantee you’ll never get a chance like this again if you do that.”  
 
    Anja glared at him. “How do we know we can trust you?” she demanded.  
 
    Marcus knew then that he had her. He smiled and spread his hands. “Come on,” he cajoled, “you’re an intelligent woman. You don’t get far in this life if you can’t tell a truthful man from a liar. You know as well as I do that I speak the truth.”  
 
    Anja looked from Marcus to the gold and back again, and a smile dawned on her face as she nodded slowly. She looked at Ben. The big guy saw her smile, shrugged, grinned, and then stepped toward Marcus, extending a hand. “I’m in,” he said.  
 
    “Sure, why not,” Anja said with a wry smile. “As you say, we’re paid fighters. What better way to earn than this? And you’re right—I can tell a liar when I hear one. I’m in.”  
 
    She stepped forward and shook Marcus’s hand as well. Her palm was callused with many years of practice with a blade. Her eyes were hard and gray, but she smiled at him as she shook his hand.  
 
    “What will you do about the Diremage?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” Anja replied with a shrug. “We’re free agents, and we’ve not been paid yet. We got wind of this job through the bounty hunters’ guild, but we’re not under any obligation to see it through. Xeron put an advertisement out through the bounty hunters exchange up in the guild quarter. We’ve registered our interest in fulfilling the terms of that advertisement, but if we don’t report back before dawn tomorrow, our names will just be struck off the register of interested parties and someone else will be entitled to try. That’s it.”  
 
    “So, you’re bounty hunters by trade then?” Marcus asked.  
 
    Anja shrugged. “We’re just fighters. We do lots of things. I’ve been all over and fought for loads of different people. I partnered up with Ben here about a year ago, and we’ve done some good work together.”  
 
    “You’re not from Kraken, then?”  
 
    “I’m native,” put in Ben. “Anja’s from…”  
 
    “Somewhere else,” Anja cut in firmly, then changed the subject. “Come on, let’s get this loot packed up.”  
 
    They loaded their loot into a sack, and the three of them made their way back to the corridor. Back in the Underway, they found Jonah, Tyler, and Jek counting loot on the Underway floor.  
 
    “What’s this?” Jek asked as he saw the newcomers. All three duelists leaped to their feet and put their hands to their swords.  
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” Marcus said in a reassuring tone. “Just some friends of mine who have just done their first dungeon dive.”  
 
    He introduced the two teams to each other, and they exchanged greetings warily. Plainly, the duelists and the fighters were not about to become best buddies all at once. Marcus smiled. He took his cut from the duelists and from Anja and Ben, then sent the duelists on their way, telling them he would send them a message at the Challenger’s Blade Inn at the Duelists’ Plaza when he was ready to let them have another run.  
 
    “It won’t be more than a week,” he said, “but I might ask you to come to a different entrance next time.”  
 
    He didn’t want to have to walk all the way out here again if he didn’t have to, and if the fight with the ratmen happened between now and then, Marcus wanted to remain flexible and not have to leave to keep his appointment with a bunch of dungeon runners. The duelists left, after saying goodbye to Ben and Anja with cold courtesy.  
 
    “These duelists,” said Anja. “Never particularly friendly with outsiders.”  
 
    “It’s true,” said Ben. “Well, we’d better be off…”  
 
    “Where can I reach you?” said Marcus.  
 
    Anja gave him the name of an inn where she and Ben ate most evenings, the Rainy Maiden up near the guild quarter. Marcus bid farewell to his new adventurers, assuring them that he’d contact them when he was ready for them to run the dungeon again. They left, carrying their loot in sacks and chatting happily.  
 
    As they left, his dungeon progression updated. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Master: Level 2 
 
    Dungeon Chambers: 3 
 
    Dungeons Fights: 5 
 
    Progress to next chamber: 150% 
 
    New Chamber Available! 
 
      
 
    This was good. Having the two teams run the dungeons simultaneously had given Marcus the progress he needed to get one new chamber, and half of what he needed to get the one after that.  
 
    That was a satisfactory result.  
 
    “All in all, a satisfactory day,” he said to himself. “New adventurers, and a new chamber to create with the ingredients I bought in the market!”  
 
    As he got ready to leave, packing up his chambers, he found himself thinking about the guild quarter. That was where his new adventurers spent most of their time, and they’d said they’d seen Xeron’s advertisement on the bounty hunters’ guild exchange. Marcus hadn’t been back to the guild quarter since he’d been chucked out of the thieves guild.  
 
    Situated on a high bluff overlooking both the docklands and the Merchants’ Town, the guild quarter was where the headquarters of nearly all the guilds in Kraken City were situated. It was quite an extensive area, and there was a wall around it on the side that faced the town. The wall was guarded, but not so much to keep people from coming in as to stop apprentices from getting out and causing trouble.  
 
    Just inside the wall, there was a cluster of inns, boarding houses, and exchanges where people could post advertisements of jobs for guild members to take up. Since many of the guilds were nefarious—the thieves guild and the assassins guild to name but two—the exchanges allowed prospective clients to post jobs anonymously if they so desired.  
 
    The client paid the exchange agent a significant fee and gave over the payment for the completed job to be kept in trust. If the job was successfully completed, the guild member who had done the job could claim his reward from the exchange agent and the whole transaction could be carried off without the client or the guild member ever knowing each other. Often, that was for the best.  
 
    This meant that the exchange agents were some of the most secretive men in the city. They knew all the dirtiest secrets of all the wealthy folk in town, because they handled all the nefarious business dealings between client and guildsman. The exchange men—and they were exclusively men—had one of the most sensitive, secretive, and well-paid jobs in the city. They lived in almost monk-like seclusion, but in great luxury. They never married or had children, and they only ever mingled socially with other members of their exclusive, elite social group.  
 
    In this case, however, it was clear that Diremage Xeron had waived the right to privacy. Such jobs carried less of a fee, but also allowed the rumor mill that thrived in Kraken City to run overtime. Guild members of all classes were notorious gossips, and if a man wanted news to get around, he had only to mutter it in the guild quarter to be guaranteed that it would spread like fire through the city.  
 
    As Marcus packed up his dungeons and prepared to leave, he pondered the fact that Xeron had deliberately waived his anonymity. Xeron was a rich man, and he wouldn’t need to reduce the fee. He could have paid for anonymity if he’d wanted it, and so not paying for it was a calculated move. 
 
    The news of the dungeons, the Diremage’s interest, and the fiction that there were vampires in the Underway, would be all through the city by now, and for some reason that was exactly what Diremage Xeron wanted. The dwellers in the Underway could expect an ever-increasing level of interest in the near future, Marcus suspected.  
 
    In the past, the Underway had generally gotten no interest from anyone, and that was why it had remained such a relatively safe place for the desperate and the fallen to live for so long. The dungeons—and Xeron’s rumor-spreading—would change that, for sure.  
 
    Marcus waited for half an hour to give Ben and Anja plenty of time to get away, then headed out into the late afternoon sun. The two dungeon spheres bounced along in his pockets as he strode up toward Merchants’ Town through the docklands.  
 
    As he walked, he thought through his next steps. There was no doubt that in the very near future, Marcus would have to consider building aboveground. The thought of the Wasteland came to him, and he pondered once again the potential for a stronghold there. It was boggy and haunted, sure, but the bogs might be drained with Kairn’s expertise—dwarves were very good builders, after all—and the ghosts and wights should not represent too great a threat. There was a good entrance to the Underway, surrounded by ruins, that could be rebuilt.  
 
    An above ground stronghold with an entrance to the Underway, and a permanent place for his dungeons. Yes, it would be asking for trouble from Diremage Xeron, but that was inevitably going to happen at some point anyway. Better to have a strong place to defend above ground and be able to set the terms of the engagement.  
 
    Yes, as soon as the fight with the ratmen had been concluded, Marcus would move toward establishing the Gang aboveground. That would be the next milestone for the Gutter Gang.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Marcus made his way back to the Wasteland, through the quieting streets of Merchants’ Town, he decided to take a short detour to have a look at his old stamping ground, the guild quarter. He walked past the closing market stalls and shops shutting up their storefronts in the dimming light, and found that people smiled at him as he passed. A few even greeted him cordially with a nod or a friendly word.  
 
    He looked down at himself. His clothing was clean and obviously well-made. His cloak swirled behind him, and his hands were warm inside tight gloves of soft black leather. Outside the glove on his left hand, he openly wore the gold ring with the black stone that the mysterious hooded woman had given him on his previous trip through the Merchants’ Town. His long, well-made sword jogged his hip companionably as he walked.  
 
    I’ve really come a long way from the days of my youth, he thought. Before he’d joined the thieves guild, he’d been a ragged street-child, by turns thief, beggar, and pickpocket as the situation required. Afterward, his time was spent exclusively within and around the guild, except when he was sent out on very specific errands. Now, he was a well-dressed man in his prime with time of his own to spend. He strode through the town, with a sword at his hip and gold in his pouch. And, of course, an immense magical power at his command.  
 
    Feels good, he said to himself. It certainly feels good. 
 
    The wall around the guild quarter looked smaller than it had seemed when he was a youth, but the guards on the gates and the man in the watchtower looked no less fierce. The wall was guarded exclusively by guildsmen—members of the fighters’ guild, generally. The city guard were known to be lax, corrupt, and prone to taking bribes, and so the Council of Guildmasters had long ago agreed that they would use only their own men for the role.  
 
    The guilds operated almost like an independent body within Kraken. They paid their taxes, nominally, but no tax inspector ever passed the walls and dared to try to inspect the books. The guilds’ independence was tolerated partly because they were such a long-established institution, but mainly because they provided a steady flow of highly trained fighters, assassins, spies, diplomats, and artisans for the use of the merchants and high nobles of Kraken City.  
 
    Ships came from all over the world to pay court to the guilds, and to hire guild-trained men for countless purposes. All those ships paid their mooring fee and their trade taxes, and all that coin flowed directly upward, into the coffers of the unimaginably wealthy high nobles. So long as this river of wealth kept flowing steadily upward, the high nobles were unlikely to do anything that would interfere with it.  
 
    Marcus smiled and shook his head. Kraken City really was a cesspit, a place where money was king, and if you had it, you could be king as well. If you didn’t have it, you were doomed to spend your life breaking your back to support the lifestyles of those who did. The high nobles were so rich that in the lower levels, no one ever even saw them. Their servants—better dressed and fed than all but the wealthiest merchants—could be seen on the docklands at times, and sometimes the younger son or daughter of some high house might venture down into the lower districts, but mostly they were as remote as the clouds.  
 
    Marcus raised his eyes, looking up toward the Tower District. Merchants’ Town climbed up, tier upon tier across the sides of the steep slopes of the island. Above the highest reaches of Merchants’ Town, one could just catch a glimpse of glass and steel towers soaring up toward the clouds from the mountainous island’s flat top. Up there, giant flying machines glided in and out of massive, airborne docks, much as ships flowed in and out of the docklands down below. It was said that the nobles even transported themselves around in small flying machines similar to the giant ones, propelled by mechanisms that were a mystery to those down below.  
 
    It was hard to see—a magical barrier separated the high nobles from the lower orders of Kraken City. Much like the Middle Watch kept the Merchants’ Town and the slum districts apart, the High Watch protected the Tower District from even being seen by the mere mortals of the lower areas.  
 
    As he looked up, Marcus could catch a glimpse of the sun setting on acres of glass and glinting steel, but the view wavered as if through a haze. He smiled and turned, heading back through Merchants’ Town in the direction of home.  
 
    Back in his days at the thieves guild, it had always been seen as the ultimate job for a thief—a robbery on one of the houses of the high nobles. But everyone knew it would never happen. Nobody ever did it, nor was a job ever posted, but the idea remained as an aspiration.  
 
    “Perhaps I’ll rob the Tower District one day,” Marcus said under his breath as he began the long walk back toward the Wasteland and the Underway.  
 
    He got back in fairly good time, and without incident. This time, he passed through the Middle Watch a different way. He didn’t want any particular group of guards to start recognizing his face. Instead of using a stealth spell, he chose to face the guards and see how they responded. Sure enough, one challenged him as he strode through the courtyard.  
 
    “You,” the guard called, getting up from his seat. “Where are you going? What business have you in the slums?”  
 
    “My business is my own, good man,” said Marcus, looking at the guard sternly. “There’s no law that I know of to prevent a man going down from Merchants’ Town.”  
 
    The guard seemed to consider for a moment. It seemed likely that he was thinking about whether it was worth trying to get a bribe out of Marcus. At the last minute, he seemed to decide against it.  
 
    “Oh, do what you will, then,” he grumbled, turning his back and returning to his seat.  
 
    Marcus moved through the gate and down the short flight of steps, but as he did so, he heard a gruff voice from behind him. “What was that, guardsman?”  
 
    He ducked into the corner of a low doorway and listened closely, peering around the corner of the stonework and looking back to see what was happening. The guardsman’s sergeant had come out of the little watch house and the guardsman had stood to attention.  
 
    “Nothing, sir, just a man passing down into the slums, sir,” the guardsman said nervously.  
 
    “Oh, yes?” the sergeant said. “And did he state his business?”  
 
    “Uh, no, sir,” the guard said, stammering a little. “He… uh… he was very masterful, sir. He seemed a respectable fellow, so I let him go. No law against going down the way, after all…”  
 
    “No law, aye, but a certain order from on high, no? A respectably dressed man, was he? Young, with a scar low on one cheek?”  
 
    “He… uh… he did have a scar, sir, now you mention it…”  
 
    “You damned fool!” the sergeant cursed him. “That’s the very man we’ve been told to watch for! Which way did he go?”  
 
    That was enough for Marcus. He cast his stealth enchantment and hurried away down the alleyway, hearing the sergeant’s shouting and stamping as he came down the steps to try to see where Marcus had gone.  
 
    A small level increase registered on his stealth spell as the guard withdrew, grumbling, to berate his companion.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Ultimate Stealth Level 1 
 
    Level Increase: 6% 
 
    Progress to next level: 68% 
 
      
 
    There was no chance they would pursue him into the slums, he knew. The city guard did not come down here, and they did not know their way about when they did. It was dangerous to be a guardsman in the slum district.  
 
    Quickly, Marcus put distance between himself and the Middle Watch. The slums were quiet, shutters barred and doors bolted against the encroaching night-mists. Who could have given a description of him to the guards? Why were they told to keep an eye out for him and to detain him if they had the chance?  
 
    Marcus felt the influence of Diremage Xeron all over this. The man had money and influence, that was for sure, and it made sense that a man in his position would turn to the city watch to keep a lookout for his quarry. Marcus would have to be more careful.  
 
    But they knew about my scar, he thought again. A young man, they said, with a scar low down on one cheek. His hand came up involuntarily to touch the scar that ran from below his left ear, up to the middle of his left cheek. Someone has seen me and given a description of me to the city guards. 
 
    The thought made him profoundly uncomfortable. This was worse than when he’d had the bounty on his head from the botched thieves guild job! That was anonymity compared to this! The bounty had never given all that much of a description, and had never mentioned his scar, so this was far worse. 
 
    He calmed himself as he jogged on through the lanes and filthy avenues of the slums in the gathering darkness. That was just one group of guards. The city guard was far from being one cohesive force—rather, each guard post had its own unit with its own commanders, and there were many, many guard posts in Kraken City. It would be an impossible task to visit every one of them, handing out bribes and descriptions. No, if those guards had been told, it meant that someone—probably the Diremage—had got an idea of the routes Marcus was used to taking through the city.  
 
    Well, I’ll be more careful next time, he told himself. My stealth spells are powerful, and I can use them to slip past guards easily enough. Why did I not do that this time? It was a weakness, he supposed—he had been so pleased to feel able to walk around the crowded areas of the city, he had wanted to see if he could feel the same kind of freedom here, passing the quieter parts of the Middle Watch.  
 
    Foolish, he thought, though perhaps understandable.  
 
    He would be more careful in the future.  
 
    It was fully dark now, and the stars twinkled through the twists of mist that always clung to the wasteland. A fat yellow moon hung over the sea off in the distance, illuminating the land with an eerie light and turning the shadows inky black. 
 
    Marcus hurried through the ruins and across the boggy ground, keeping his eyes open in case any of the ghostly wights should decide to try their hand against him. Tonight, though, they seemed to be elsewhere. Well, the Wasteland was big enough for them to share. So long as they didn’t bother him, he was happy to let the wights be—for now.  
 
    He made his way straight to the ruins that contained his Underway entrance. As he walked, he thought of that strange white figure he had seen the other day. That had not been like any wight he’d ever seen before, small and sneaking rather than tall and menacing. He was looking around the ruin to see if there was any sign of it again, but there was not.  
 
    Clink. Marcus felt the toe of his boot catch on something. He glanced down. On the ground, a gold chain necklace with an amulet on the end glinted in the moonlight.  
 
    Where could this have come from? he thought. Marcus leaned down and snagged the chain with a finger, lifting it up to look at it more closely. The gold was tarnished, the amulet spotted and dull, but when he rubbed the edge of it with his gloved finger, it brightened up. The amulet was flat, shaped like a leaping stag.  
 
    It was a beautiful piece of work, and it seemed old. What a strange find! He doubted very much that it belonged to any of the Gutter Gang, and anyway, who would come out here except him and possibly Kairn? He could not imagine the hoary old dwarf wearing a piece as delicate as this.  
 
    Well, there was nothing to be done. He considered leaving it, but then changed his mind. No point in attracting attention to this ruin if someone else did happen to come past. It was strange, no doubt, and slightly troubling, for who could have been here? And why?  
 
    He looked at it again. It looked as if it hadn’t been worn in years, tarnished and scuffed as it was. What a strange thing! 
 
    Pragmatic as always, he shrugged and slipped the golden item into his pocket. He couldn’t explain it, and there was no point hanging around. Whoever had dropped it was not here anymore. He did take a little tour of the ruins, looking for any evidence of another person’s presence—footprints in the wet ground, the scratch of a boot on the flagstones, even a crushed blade of grass rising up from between the stones—but there was nothing.  
 
    Strange.  
 
    Putting the mystery to one side for now, he entered the Underway.  
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    When Marcus got back to the Grove chamber, he found Ella and told her everything that had happened since he’d been gone.  
 
    “A new dungeon runner team!” she said enthusiastically. “That’s great! With two teams running your dungeons, you’ll be able to build up much bigger reserves of productive energy in the dungeon system, and that will allow you to create even more chambers and keep building your dungeon empire!”  
 
    “That’s the idea,” Marcus replied with a smile. “When I conjured my dungeon management table before the adventurers had run the dungeons, there was no new chamber creation option. I think that I must have used all my creative energy in the creation of the Cursed Pestilence dungeon.”  
 
    Ella nodded. “That’s how it works. But you’ve gained your elemental water ability, at least, so it’s not a complete loss. What have you done with the Cursed Pestilence dungeon?”  
 
    Marcus pointed over toward the Grove chamber’s exit door. “It’s up in my old sleeping area,” he said. “I didn’t know what else to do with it. I wonder if in time I’ll find some other use for it.”  
 
    “You may,” said Ella. “The cursed chambers are very powerful, as you discovered, but they are not suitable for general use. Keep it in storage for now. You might find a new use for it someday.”  
 
    Marcus nodded. 
 
    “Are you ready to try making a new chamber?” she asked excitedly. “Why not conjure your management table now and see what new options are available?”  
 
    “I was just about to suggest the same,” he grinned. “Come on, let’s go over to the cliff-face.”  
 
    “You know you don’t always have to create the dungeons starting from the cliff-face,” she said.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Marcus asked, looking at Ella with interest.  
 
    “Well, you could just start one on the ground within the chamber here. A suitable entrance would spawn, based on the terrain.”  
 
    Always eager to try new things, Marcus said. “That sounds good. Let’s try it here.”  
 
    First, he conjured the dungeon table. The light in the Grove chamber was the pale light of an early summer morning, quite unlike the darkness up above ground. Marcus could never quite understand the relationship between the day and night cycles within the Grove chamber—they seemed to change more based on his needs and his mood, and the kind of energy that was being used, rather than on any kind of regular progression. Now, he was in a creative mood, and the environment in the grove reflected that.  
 
    The dungeon management table rose out of the ground, the gleaming black glass of its surface reflecting the pale, pastel colors of the sky above them. Sure enough, at the side of the table, Marcus saw the models of a new corridor and chamber ready and waiting to be placed.  
 
    He knew that he could have placed the chambers directly from the table, but instead he decided to do it using his spells. Breathing deeply and centering himself, he took a few steps away from the conjured table and raised a hand over the ground, speaking the dungeon creation spell out loud.  
 
    “Crucible initiation!”  
 
    The grass in front of him rippled as if it was underwater. It changed and shifted, then, with a rumbling noise from deep below, the turf began to break up. From beneath the ground, as if propelled upward by machinery, a cylindrical building of square sandstone rose up. Grass and earth dropped away from it as it came up out of the ground.  
 
    It was about four feet across, an almost perfect cylinder with a tapered top like the top of a knight’s helmet. On the side facing Marcus, there was a low doorway, and through the door, he could see spiral steps winding downward.  
 
    “Wow! That’s a new look for the dungeon entrance,” Marcus exclaimed. “I like it!”  
 
    He hurried over to the campfire, where he’d stashed the goods that he’d bought in the market specifically for the purpose of creating the dungeon. He laid the treasures out on the ground—the lobster’s claw charm, the rubies, the silver rings, the bronze dagger, and the little bag of stimulant seeds. When he went to put this last item in, Ella stopped him.  
 
    “Save some of those,” she advised. “You can plant them in the Grove and see what happens. You might get some interesting plants.”  
 
    When he’d put half the seeds away in his pouch and put the rest in the dungeon, he held up the lobster’s claw charm. “What do you think about this?” he asked. “Last time I put something dead into a dungeon—the corpse of a ratman—I got a cursed dungeon. Do you think there’s a risk of that happening again if I put this lobster’s claw in? It’s dead, after all…”  
 
    Ella considered for a moment then shook her head. “I don’t think it’s likely,” she said. “There’s a big difference between that and the corpse of the ratman. For a start, the ratman was an evil being already, and the intention of the creature makes a big difference. Also, that’s just the lobster’s carapace, not the animal’s flesh. If you don’t actually put dead flesh in the dungeon, I expect you’d be all right. The chances are you’ll get some kind of lobster-based monster, though.”  
 
    Marcus smiled. “That sounds pretty good to me. I’ll go for it.”  
 
    On reflection, he decided not to put all his stuff in. He placed the lobster claw charm on its silver chain carefully on the top step, then he scattered a handful of the stimulant seeds. He placed the bronze dagger there too, then lifted his hand over them all.  
 
    He had not tried to use his elemental water ability since he’d gained it, but he was pleased to find that despite this, the power was readily available to him. It seemed stronger than it had been before, too. With just a small effort of will, he was able to make a stream of water run from the palm of his hand.  
 
    He let it wash over the items, darkening the stone steps. Then, thoughtfully, he walked over to the camp and retrieved a little wooden box of salt he kept there. Bringing this back over, he sprinkled a generous dose of salt onto the puddle of water, then snapped the box closed and put it in his pocket.  
 
      
 
    Elemental ability: Water 
 
    Current Mastery Level: Novice 
 
    Level progress: 2% 
 
    Progress to Apprentice level: 3% 
 
      
 
    “What did you add salt for?” Ella asked with interest.  
 
    Marcus frowned. “I don’t really know, it just felt right. There’s a sea connection with this chamber—the lobster claw charm and the silver rings are both things that sailors often carry. A bronze dagger is often favored by the sailors too, now I think of it. I felt like salt water was more appropriate than fresh, for some reason.”  
 
    Ella smiled. “You’re getting more practiced at listening to your instincts,” she said. “That’s a very good thing. When creating new dungeons, being guided by instinct is a very useful thing to be able to do. The more you do this, the stronger you’ll find your instincts becoming.”  
 
    Marcus held a hand up. “Crucible: Begin Gestation Phase!” he commanded. He’d half expected the little entrance building to retreat back under the earth, but instead a bright light shone out from the entrance for a moment, and when the light retreated, the doorway was bricked up with a layer of red bricks and covered over with a thick growth of dark green ivy.  
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    “Now we wait,” Marcus said.  
 
    Marcus spent the time seeing to the Gutter Gang. He discussed the progress of the training with Kairn, who declared himself very pleased with the progress that the gang was making. The new weapons and armor were excellent quality, he said, and when Marcus inspected the little group, they seemed like a cohesive fighting unit rather than the mob they had once been.  
 
    They stood straight and presented their weapons, then brought them back into place and saluted.  
 
    “I’ve been instilling the importance of proper discipline,” Kairn said, nodding his head knowingly. “They will fight as a unit when the time comes.”  
 
    Marcus visited Jay, who had taken to watching on the outer barricades now, with a sword in his hand and his new, bright eyes watching for threats. Hammer was there too, asleep on a cloak that Jay had brought there as a bed for him. The two had become great friends.  
 
    Jay smiled at Marcus. He was looking younger by the day. Gone was any trace of the frail old prophet. In his place now was a hearty warrior in his early fifties, bright-eyes, sun-browned, with a thick mane of wild dark hair and a long, salt-and-pepper beard.  
 
    They talked for an hour on the barricade. Marcus brought Jay up to date with everything that had happened. Jay looked pleased when he heard about the new dungeon runners, but he still seemed a bit concerned that the Gutter Gang might not have enough strength to resist the Sewer Slayers and the ratmen when the time came.  
 
    “We have thirty-five warriors, and no matter how well they fight, they cannot increase their numbers,” he said. “You will have to use your dungeons to good effect, Marcus.” 
 
    “I’m hoping that I’ll be able to guide the enemies into the dungeons,” Marcus said. “It would be much, much better if my dungeon monsters could bear the brunt of the attack, rather than our fighters. It depends on the size of the force they send against us, though. If it’s a large force, I probably won’t be able to lure them all into the dungeons.”  
 
    Jay nodded thoughtfully. “If they break through and take this entrance, we’ll have no way out,” he said. “That’s the disadvantage to having such a defensible entrance. There’s only one way in, but there’s also only one way out.”  
 
    When a few hours had passed, Marcus returned to the grove. The new dungeon’s gestation phase had completed successfully, and when he cast the spell, the skin of red bricks and green ivy vanished in a gleam of white light, leaving the door open. Beyond, the stairs spiraled downward, but the items he had placed on the top step were completely gone.  
 
    Marcus leaned in. “Do you hear that, Ella?” he asked.  
 
    She flew up to the entrance and cocked her head, listening. “Yes!” she exclaimed. “I do! It’s the sound of the sea!”  
 
    “The salt and the water made a difference to the environment as intended, then!” Marcus said with a smile. “I’m going down to see what’s on offer.”  
 
    “Good luck,” she said, smiling proudly at him.  
 
    Marcus drew his sword and began to walk down the steps. As always, he was wary of traps, but to his surprise there were none.  
 
    That’s strange, he thought. I wonder if that means there are going to be more traps actually in the dungeon chamber itself this time? 
 
    The spiral stairway wound down and down, until Marcus felt that he must have descended half a mile. The sound of the sea got louder and louder, and was accompanied by a briny, iodine smell and the cry of gulls. The unmistakable smells and sounds of the shore. 
 
    At last, a light shone at the end of the tunnel. A bright, blue light. He came to the base of the steps and looked out. Beyond was a dungeon chamber like nothing he’d ever seen before.  
 
    Unlike every other chamber he’d created, this dungeon had manifested as an outdoor area. In front of Marcus was a wide open beach under a blue sky. The shoreline was long and curved, looking out into a bay sheltered by great outthrust cliffs on either side. The sands were yellow and coarse, rising up to grassy dunes backed by dense forest. It looked like a whole world had been created! 
 
    Marveling at this new style of dungeon, Marcus stepped out of the doorway onto the sand. There was a loud snap from behind him, and he whirled. He had stepped out of a broken-down beach shack of wooden planks, and the door to the shack had shut firmly.  
 
    “Magic,” he said with a smile.  
 
    Turning back to the beach, he began to walk. There was no sign of any enemies, but that didn’t mean they weren’t out there. He stepped away from the hut, keeping his eyes peeled. It was warm, the sun shining down from a blue sky dotted with white clouds. 
 
    Suddenly, enemies blasted up from the sand, three monstrous creatures that looked like mutated octopuses. Silver veins covered their bulbous red bodies. Their eyes blazed menacingly at him as he stopped in place, holding up his sword.  
 
    The creatures had spawned in a line, thirty feet away from where he stood, but they dashed at him on their tentacles. As they approached, he saw that in addition to their eight legs, they each had two arms waving in front of them. They were covered in massive, toothy suckers, but they were tipped with huge, hooked bronze claws.  
 
    They made an ugly sucking noise as they approached, and he saw that they had big, beaklike mouths that snapped as they got nearer. At the last moment, he leaped to one side, moving around so that he was not at risk of being surrounded by the three monstrosities.  
 
    A quick lunge with his sword scored a long gash across the face of the closest octopus, but as he cut, the monster raised its bladed arms and whipped the massive hooked claws at him with terrifying speed. He dodged one and deflected the other, his blade clanging against the heavy bronze of the creature’s claw.  
 
    The other two monsters were moving quickly toward him. He ducked in and stabbed at the closest one even as he circled around to avoid the other two. A sudden thought came to him—he raised a hand and blasted a fat jet of water into the face of the closest one. The water hissed and steamed when it hit the monster’s face. The creature was weakened by the jet of water and retreated, hissing and clawing at its face.  
 
    Marcus took his opportunity. He leaped forward, and with a great slash, he cut the monster’s head clean in half. The top half slid off to the side and flopped wetly to the ground, black and red ooze spreading out across the sand.  
 
    The other two seemed suddenly unsure. They stopped their advance, and in the moment’s pause, Marcus leaped up into the air, clean over the dead monster.  
 
    He landed on the other side of his defeated enemy, and that was when the first trap took effect.  
 
    Suddenly, the sand below him began to give way. Where it had been solid a moment before, now it began to bubble and suck at his ankles like tar. He sank to his knees, unable to get free.  
 
    The two octopus monsters chittered in malicious pleasure at his predicament, and one of them darted in, aiming a vicious blow at his head with a great bronze talon. But Marcus had not lost his wits, only the use of his feet. He caught the blow, turned it, and took the monster’s talon off on the backstroke.  
 
    The bronze talon and a foot of jelly-like tentacle flopped to the sand next to him. He grabbed it as the wounded monster scooted back away from him, hissing and spitting in pain.  
 
    Marcus aimed a jet of water at the other octopus, hitting it in the eyes. The monster retreated too, giving him the opportunity he needed to get free. He used the bronze talon, reaching forward and smacking it into the firm sand on the edge of the sinking pit. The claw bit into the sand and held, and with a mighty heave, Marcus hauled himself free.  
 
    Hissing in dismay, the wounded octopus led a second charge against him, with its buddy following close behind. Marcus met the wounded one’s charge, catching its blow on his sword and then diving in to swing a fast downward cut at the top of the monster’s head.  
 
    The octopus tried to dodge, but it was too slow. The tip of Marcus’s blade caught the creature’s head, cutting through its face. As that one died, the last monster heaved itself backward and retreated from Marcus.  
 
    There was a sudden twang from his left. Instinct made Marcus throw himself to the ground. A huge ballista bolt shot through the air, right where his chest had been a moment before.  
 
    A glance to the left showed the source of this new menace. Forty feet away, right at the edge of the water, a massive wooden ballista had risen up out of the sand. There were two humanoid figures operating it, but they were silhouetted against the glare of the sea, so he couldn’t see them clearly.  
 
    The third octopus charged him as he was distracted by the ballista. Marcus rolled backward out of reach of the claws, and suddenly the realization hit him. The traps! In this new dungeon, the traps were activated when he killed the monsters!  
 
    It made total sense—the first monster that he’d killed had died, and immediately a sinking sand pit had appeared where one had not been before. Then he killed the second monster, and immediately the ballista appeared.  
 
    What would happen when the third monster died? Only one way to find out.  
 
    Instead of attacking with his blade, another idea struck Marcus. He had always used the environment against the monsters in his other dungeons, why not try to do the same in this one?  
 
    Smiling, he did a backward roll and got to his feet. The octopus charged at him, but he danced out of the way, positioning himself between the ballista and the octopus. He glanced from side to side, keeping an eye on both the ballista crew and the monstrous octopus. It seemed to take an age for the ballista crew to get their next bolt loaded, but when they did, he was in the perfect position.  
 
    He heard the twang of the ballista’s bolt being loosed and flung himself to the side with all his strength. He flew ten feet, landing hard on the sand as the bolt passed through the air where he had just been.  
 
    The plan worked perfectly. The massive projectile struck the octopus right in the middle of its face and tore right through it, passing out the other side and sticking upward out of the sand six feet behind the dying monster.  
 
    Marcus laughed. He was enjoying himself now.  
 
    He turned toward the ballista crew, raising his sword and intending to charge them while they were reloading.  
 
    And that was when he saw the ship.  
 
    It was coming around the point of the bay. A big, three-masted galley came in hard under full sail. The sleek hull was painted black, and a black flag with a white skull and crossbones whipped in the wind at the top of the main mast.  
 
    “A pirate ship!” Marcus chuckled. “These dungeons never cease to surprise me!”  
 
    “Fleetfoot!” he cried. The speed spell blazed through him, and he charged toward the ballista, sprinting on his toes across the firm sand as the crew desperately tried to reload and wind the firing mechanism. As he got closer, he could make out their faces. They were blank, but they gleamed with a metallic sheen. The hands, too, gleamed silver in the bright sun.  
 
    The silver rings. He had put rings of silver, and the silver chain from the lobster charm, into the dungeon. The silver had evolved into the physique of these crewmen, making men of liquid silver. They were dressed in clothing that looked familiar, though. Their outfits were like those of the common deckhands you might see on any ship, with trousers of loose cotton cut off just below the knee showing silver feet and shins, and baggy linen shirts with blue and red striped patterning.  
 
    As Marcus closed on them, the bolt snapped into place, but it was too late for them to bring it to bear. They swept out cutlasses, and Marcus smacked their blades away, ending one with a cut to the neck and the other with a swift stab to the heart. They may have been men made of quicksilver, but they died all the same. Instead of blood, sprays of liquid silver spurted out from their death wounds.  
 
    The stuff formed metallic pools on the sand. A few drops of it got on Marcus’s skin, and he hissed in pain. It was hot as molten metal.  
 
    The silver men melted away, leaving pools of steaming liquid silver on the sand.  
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    From the bay, Marcus could hear the crew of the ship shouting. They had turned in toward the beach and were hauling in the sails. Banks of oars had appeared on either side of the ship, and now the sharp prow of the vessel was cutting through the water toward the beach.  
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    On the deck of the ship, even from this distance, Marcus could see the shapes of figures moving back and forth. They looked wrong somehow, monstrous, but he couldn’t make them out. They were coming for him, though, and he had to do as much damage as he could before they landed.  
 
    With a powerful heave, Marcus hauled the ballista around so it faced the sea. He had to be careful not to step in the molten silver that had pooled where he’d killed the two ballista crewmen, but the machine was on wheels that had no trouble in the sand, so he maneuvered it easily enough.  
 
    A pile of bolts lay next to the ballista. They were huge, four feet of wood tipped with heavy, barbed points made from silver. One had been loaded in already, and Marcus aimed it at the ship. It was a big target, but he wasn’t sure where he should aim the bolt exactly. Then it struck him, and he laughed out loud.  
 
    The sailors on board were hauling the mainsail down and coming in under the power of the oars, but a big mass of canvas still hung from the mainmast. Marcus reached into his pocket and pulled out the little flint and tinder box he always carried. Then he grabbed up a handful of the clothing the quicksilver men had worn. The silver substance was drying quickly, and it made the clothes sticky and stiff. It stained his hands, but it was no longer hot.  
 
    His Dungeon Master’s Instinct was telling him that the silver stuff would burn. It seemed odd to him that this would be the case, but then he remembered how vulnerable the bladehand had been to fire during his first ever dungeon run. And the octopus monsters seemed surprisingly vulnerable to blasts of fresh water. Perhaps the dungeon denizens were just vulnerable to elemental forces in ways that regular enemies were not?  
 
    Marcus wrapped the silver-stained clothing around the point of the ballista bolt and struck a spark to it. It flared up immediately, as if the silver substance had been tar or oil. It burned so fast and hot that Marcus had to step back from it. Without hesitation, he yanked free the lever that held the tightly wound wheel in place. The twisted sinew of the firing mechanism twanged, and the bolt sailed through the air with a satisfying whoosh, trailing bright yellow flames behind it as it went.  
 
    Laughing maniacally with enjoyment, Marcus grabbed a second bolt before the first one had even hit its target. He slammed it into place and wound the firing mechanism back, moving with frantic speed and putting all his magically enhanced strength into it. He considered casting a spell to boost himself further but decided against it. He might have to cast a lot of magic later in this fight, and he didn’t want to tire himself out.  
 
    The first bolt hit the folding mainsail, and the whole central mast of the ship went up as if it was soaked in pitch. The flames roared greedily up the sail, and a cloud of thick, black smoke rose up toward the clear blue sky. 
 
    Howls of anger and outrage came from the ship, and the rowers redoubled their speed. The galley was low-bottomed, a shallow ship that could be run close up onto the sand for the landing.  
 
    He grabbed another handful of silver-soaked clothing and tied it around the end of the bolt, and again struck a spark. This time, all did not go so well. The bundle of soaked linen he’d grabbed was bigger than the first and soaked with more silver than the previous one. When he struck a spark, it exploded.  
 
    The blast blinded him momentarily, and when he opened his eyes, he saw that a gobbet of burning silver had dropped to the ground. Instantly, it ignited the puddled silver that was all over the sand. The ballista was suddenly surrounded by leaping flames! 
 
    Marcus dived in, kicked the release lever, then leaped back. Flames licked at his clothes. Fire burst out on his hands as the rope released and sent the flaming bolt skyward.  
 
    To douse the flames, Marcus plunged his silvered hands into the sand, then grabbed a couple of handfuls of the sand to scrub the burning stuff off them. That worked well enough. There was no major damage done.  
 
    The ballista was being consumed in an inferno now, however, and would be no more use to him, so he backed away from it and looked past the heat haze to see what effect his second bolt had taken on the advancing galley.  
 
    He grinned when he saw what had happened. The second bolt had stuck into the right-hand side of the galley, and half the ship was now wreathed in a violent blaze. Yells and screams had replaced the battlecries as the wooden hull finally ground up against the sand in the shallows of the bay.  
 
    Figures leaped from all sides, led by one bigger than all the others, a giant creature shaped like a man, but with a lumbering movement that was anything but human. Marcus drew his blade and advanced.  
 
    The water foamed around his knees and ankles as he waded out toward the enemies. Twenty small humanoid creatures splashed in the water, dressed in pirate clothing. Against the glare of the sun, Marcus couldn’t see their faces, but they wore black tricorn hats and bandanas on their heads, and colored linen shirts like the silver men who had crewed the ballista.  
 
    The water was shallow here, and Marcus was able to turn a little so the sun was no longer shining into his face. The enemies turned with him, advancing through the surf toward him. That was when he finally managed to get a look at their faces.  
 
    So that’s where the lobster claw went, he realized. 
 
    They were crustaceans, man-shaped abominations with red and yellow and black carapaces of hard shell. Their faces were hideous, like the faces of crabs and lobsters scaled up to the size of men’s faces. Long, wavy feelers groped the air in front of them, and greedy mouthparts slobbered curses at him in a watery language as they advanced.  
 
    They had four arms each. Two of the arms had human hands, with five fingers and a thumb made from a jointed shell, like the legs of crabs. But their upper arm pairs were tipped with big claws like lobster pincers, huge scissoring cutters that snapped and clacked in the air above their heads. The humanoid arms were armed with pirate cutlasses and small, round buckler shields, but the lobster claws came down from above. Marcus realized that every enemy would be like fighting two, as he defended against snapping claws from above and cutlass swings from below.  
 
    They clustered around their hulking leader. He was twice as tall as the rest of them, and instead of humanoid legs, he scuttled along on a big red shell body like a giant lobster, with six legs in rows of three on either side. He was armed with a net and a trident in his human arms, but he also had two massive lobster claws coming out from low down on his body.  
 
    But his face was the most horrible part. Like the others, he had black beady eyes and wavy feelers, but he also had a thick black beard that dripped salt water as it writhed like a tangled mess of eels. Something about that black beard combined with the evil lobster face made Marcus’s bile rise in his throat.  
 
    “I’ll kill you before this fight is done,” he promised the demonic lobster captain quietly.  
 
    Out in the surf, the burning galley’s mainmast toppled and fell. At the same time, the body of the ship cracked down the middle and split into two. Black smoke and flame rose fifty feet in the air, and a cloud of white steam added to the chaos.  
 
    The captain raised his spear in the air and gurgled out a loud command to his followers, and they charged.  
 
    Marcus had just time to remind himself of Ella’s words. Every enemy your dungeon creates is within your ability to defeat.  
 
    “Fleetfoot! Hero’s Might!” Marcus paused only momentarily between casting each spell, and he felt his body flooded with magical energy as they took effect. 
 
    These monstrous lobster creatures moved very swiftly in the surf, which made sense considering their origins. They moved fast, but they were less adept with their swords than Marcus was. He was filled with a sudden hatred of these nasty creatures, and he found his own speed and dexterity boosted beyond what he had thought possible.  
 
    His sword moved like flashing lightning, reflecting the bright sun in its polished steel as it dealt death amid the frothing surf. The monsters were inclined to rely too heavily on their claws bringing down death from above, and they were clumsier with their cutlass and buckler combo.  
 
    Marcus exploited this ruthlessly, ducking in under their claws and slashing them off with mighty upward strokes, then shouldering them off-balance before dispatching them with a swift stab through the face or the chest. He had to be careful where he placed his blows—the creatures had solid outer shells, and the tip of his blade could easily glance off if he didn’t get his stabbing thrust at the place where two plates joined. For this reason, he slashed the arms off at the joints and then stabbed them through their delicate faces, enjoying the screams as they fell back from his cuts. 
 
    The speed in his limbs increased and increased until he felt as if time was slowing around him. More and more of the monsters threw themselves at him, but he twisted and turned in a deadly dance, striking them down as they snapped their claws at him from every angle. Like the octopus monsters, the crustacean-men were vulnerable to his freshwater blasts, too, and he used that ability to drive back those who tried to come up on him from behind.  
 
    This speed! he said to himself as he fought. I’ve never felt anything like this kind of agility before. The Fleetfoot spell shouldn’t be this powerful. What’s going on? His Dungeon Master Instinct told him it would not last, but just now it carried him through his enemies like a scythe through a wheatfield. The crack of shells sung out from the beach, mingling with the desperate, crustacean screech of his enemies. Finally, as the last one fell, only the distant rush of the ocean remained.  
 
    Marcus turned to face the dungeon boss, the massive captain of the ship.  
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    The captain towered over his minions. He had held back until the rest of his forces were defeated, but now he began to advance through the water toward Marcus. The weapons he carried were the classic spear and net combination favored by many in the fighting arenas over on the north side of Kraken City, where gladiatorial combat was provided as entertainment for those who liked such things. Marcus was not a fan of that kind of entertainment, but he knew how dangerous a net and spear could be.  
 
    Huge lobster claws snapped in the air above the captain’s head. Scars from past battles traced along the shell. His massive arms wielded the net and spear fast as he scurried toward Marcus. He closed the distance with terrifying speed, his crustacean legs biting into the sand like red spears. Wet sand shot up behind him like brittle, gray clouds.  
 
    Marcus had always been taught that when fighting an enemy much larger than yourself, you should focus on his weakest point, to the exclusion of all else. Looking at the roaring, chattering mass of claws, blades, and armored carapace in front of him, it struck Marcus that this horror didn’t really seem to have an obvious weak spot. Even the face was covered by a layer of thick bony hide like the faceplate of a helmet. The waving feelers that had seemed so delicate on the others were clad in metallic casings.  
 
    The monster dived in for an attack, sweeping his big net around his head and then whipping it toward Marcus. Marcus leaped backward to avoid getting caught in it, then slashed at it with his blade. The blow cut into the twisted cords of the net, severing a few of them but leaving most of it intact.  
 
    A blow from the spear followed up the captain’s net attack. Marcus dodged the thrust and smacked the spear-shaft hard with his sword, shoving it away. The captain and Marcus circled each other warily, both looking for an opening.  
 
    The captain had the advantage of a much greater reach with his long arms and long spear, and Marcus would have to be cunning if he was going to get close enough to deliver a deathblow. He would probably only get one chance when he got close enough. The captain’s huge claws snapped in the air above his head, ready to crush Marcus if he got too close.  
 
    Buying himself time to think, Marcus backed away toward the dry sand, and the captain followed at a distance, chattering angrily and glaring at him. When Marcus reached the tideline, the captain stopped. The captain seemed reluctant to leave the seawater.  
 
    So that’s his weakness, is it? Marcus thought. He moves better in the water, and doesn’t want to get up onto dry land. Well, if he wants me, he’ll have to come up here. 
 
    With Fleetfoot and Hero’s Might working on his speed and strength, he moved rapidly through the water and got onto the sand. The boost of speed he’d gotten in the earlier fight with the lobster minions seemed to have worn off. Where could it have come from?  
 
    Then he remembered the stimulant seeds he’d placed in the dungeon during the gestation phase. Of course! They must have evolved into a stimulant boost related to the dungeon itself.  
 
    His two minor buffs wore off as he got out of the water onto the sand.  
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    Warm seawater squelched in Marcus’s boots as he backed away from the tideline. After a moment’s hesitation, the captain lunged, heaving his huge bulk up out of the water. The sea frothed and foamed around him as he surged forward, his six clawed legs scrabbling on the wet sand as he charged.  
 
    Marcus continued back until he reached the softer, dry sand toward the dunes. Here, the captain’s size was against him, and his clawed feet sank into the softer sand the further they got up the beach. His legs scrambled, kicking up white sand behind him.  
 
    The captain made a sudden rush at Marcus, trying to put an end to the pursuit. It was just the opportunity Marcus had been waiting for. The captain swung the net and stabbed with the spear at the same time, but Marcus leaped to the side. As he leaped, he blasted a jet of freshwater from his left hand straight into the captain’s face.  
 
    The monstrous lobster captain screamed as the water hit him. He reeled back, momentarily blinded. Marcus was about to rush in for a killing blow when the captain responded with a ranged attack of his own. With a horrible hissing noise, he shot a jet of hot molten silver at Marcus. The blast came from the monster’s mouth, a thin, fine jet that steamed and smoked as it hissed through the air toward Marcus’s face.  
 
    Cursing, he flung himself away from the unexpected attack. The silver spattered the ground around him, just missing him by inches. The captain roared and charged, his net held above his head. The net whistled through the air as he flung it and landed right on top of Marcus.  
 
    The captain’s feet churned up the soft sand as he tried to close the distance for a kill, but he was slower up here. Marcus had a moment to try to free himself. He held still, knowing the danger of struggling wildly in a net—he’d seen too many gladiators only worsen a net’s grip by struggling unnecessarily. He steadied himself. A quick look showed him where to cut, and he brought his blade up in a quick slash that split the net.  
 
    As the captain’s spear drove at him, Marcus sprang forward, cutting back and forth with two quick slashes that parried the spear and turned the deadly blow of a claw from above. Suddenly, he was right up in the captain’s face.  
 
    The monster stank at this range.  
 
    Marcus felt a burst of the dungeon’s speed rushing through him, and he drew on it. A claw slammed down from above, but with a lightning-fast upward slash, Marcus tore out the thick tendon behind the claw, driving the edge of his sword through the gap in the monster’s armored plates.  
 
    The captain howled in pain. He dropped his spear and grabbed Marcus’s throat with both his humanoid hands. Hot silver bubbled up around his mouth, and he drew his head back, preparing to spray Marcus in the face at point-blank range. 
 
    His fingers were made of linked sections of chitin, like the legs of a lobster or a crab. They dug viciously into Marcus’s flesh as the silver bubbled from the monster’s mouth. With a mighty effort, Marcus wrenched his sword up and drove the tip of the blade into the bubbling mouth with all his strength.  
 
    Four feet of sharpened steel plunged into the captain’s face. The blade smashed through flesh and bone and brain, and it cracked the carapace as it came out the back of the captain’s monstrous head.  
 
    Blood and hot silver bubbled out around the wound, soaking the captain’s horrible beard and drenching Marcus’s sword hand. Marcus roared out in pain as the hot metal gushed over his hand and down his arm, but he yanked the blade back and brought it down in a great two-handed stroke that severed the captain’s left arm at the elbow.  
 
    The monster’s grip went limp. He shuddered and spasmed wildly as he died, gurgling softly as the last whisper of life escaped him. Marcus threw himself away from the monster, taking gasping breaths and clutching his sword in his burned hand. The lobster captain’s body liquified in a sudden rush, turning into a mess of silver, blood, and hot sea water. Steam trailed from the puddled corpse.  
 
    With an effort, Marcus lifted his left hand and conjured a jet of cool fresh water onto his burned sword hand. He let the water run over the wound, feeling the pain ease immediately. As he did so, his head cleared, and he looked around the beach. All was silent, save for the sound of the waves crashing onto the shore.  
 
    Out in the bay, trails of smoke still rose into the air from the wreck of the galley. The bodies of the lobster crew floated in the water twenty feet out from the tideline, gently being tugged back to the sea by the waves. At the tideline, off to his left, Marcus found the charred wooden remains of the ballista and the now-cold silver from the bodies of the crew. 
 
    Up near the dunes, the scattered bodies of the octopus monsters lay limply in the sand. To his right, only a little way off, was the pool of cooling silver and bloody water that had been the captain.  
 
    Only the gentle lapping of the waves on the beach remained.  
 
    A click and a creak came from behind him. Marcus glanced up and looked toward the noise. The little wooden hut that contained the exit back to the Grove chamber had opened. The plank door had swung back, revealing an incongruous sight—the bottom of a stone staircase that climbed sharply up out of sight.  
 
    He struggled to his feet, feeling his heart slowing and his breath calming. He’d had a narrow escape there. The lobster captain had been a fearsome dungeon boss, worse than anything he’d fought outside of the Cursed Pestilence dungeon.  
 
    He looked at his right hand, narrowing his eyes at his burn wound—or where it should be. There was no wound, and he was feeling no pain. In amazement, he held the hand up in front of his face.  
 
    Water dripped from it, and the sleeve of his tunic was tattered and blackened where the silver had burned it, but the hand itself was fine—there was not even a scar.  
 
    He looked from his right hand to his left, realization slowly dawning. The water! The fresh water that was able to manifest had a healing property!  
 
    Could it truly be the case? It seemed too much power even for a dungeon master, but there seemed no other explanation. The only other explanation he could think of was that the dungeon itself had healed him, but that didn’t seem likely. Other cuts and bruises he’d received in dungeon fights had never healed of their own accord, and the duelists, in their first fight, had carried cuts and burns away with them. The dungeons themselves didn’t heal, surely? It must be the water from his elemental power.  
 
    He raised a hand to his neck. It was bruised and sore where the captain had tried to throttle him, and when he looked at his palm, blood was smeared across it. He felt again. Yes, he’d been cut. There was a deep graze in the flesh just above his right collar bone. It stung when he touched it. 
 
    Carefully, he covered the wound in his neck with his palm. Drawing on the water power, he channeled a careful flow of water out of his hand onto his neck. A cool, refreshing sensation washed through him. After a moment, he stopped the flow of water and touched where the wound had been. Sound flesh met his fingers, and there was no sting. When he took his hand away and looked, there wasn’t any blood.  
 
    The wound had been healed.  
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    “A bigger level increase this time. That must be because I’ve healed myself multiple times.”  
 
    As Marcus looked at his hands, a wave of excitement washed over him. How far would this go? How much could he heal? Would it work only on himself, or would he be able to heal others with this power?  
 
    Of all the things that had happened so far—the enhanced physical strength, the new spells, the dungeons—this new healing power was the most surprising and exciting. The sheer potential of it was dizzying. When people thought of magic, many thought of the offensive spells: conjuring lightning, forming fireballs, or summoning animated blades. These were probably the flashiest and most impressive kinds of spells. But ones like this water power, ones that could heal wounds, well, they were a very different kind of impressive.  
 
    Grinning with anticipation at what might come next, Marcus hurried back across the sand toward the cabin.  
 
    He entered, bypassing the pile of gold coins and silver ingots that had spawned as a reward for clearing the dungeon. Those were the rewards for the adventurers who might come here in future, but for Marcus, the rewards were different. He could not take gold and silver out of the dungeon—he could not take any of the physical rewards out—but the dungeons gave him the opportunity to practice his new powers and develop his new abilities. That advantage was beyond the value of any amount of gold.  
 
    When he stepped out into the Grove chamber, Ella was nowhere to be seen. All was quiet, and the light had turned to that of a cool evening, reflecting Marcus’s fatigue. A few stars glimmered up above, and a low moon hung over the edge of the cliffs, shining onto the still lake. The trees at the center of the grove rustled gently in the wind.  
 
    “Marcus?” a sleepy voice said. He looked around, then laughed. He hadn’t seen Ella up in the tree branches. She’d climbed up there to nap, but now she flew down and hovered near him.  
 
    “You were gone for so long!” she smiled. “I was almost beginning to worry, but instead I thought I’d just take a nap. How was it?”  
 
    Marcus turned and regarded the little stone building that he’d just stepped out from. He raised a hand and spoke the spell to close the dungeon. A wooden door dragged closed across the opening, and a light outlined its edges, sealing it. Ivy crept back over the makeshift door.  
 
    “It was amazing, actually,” he began. “A totally different dungeon from any I’ve had before.”  
 
    Settling down by the fire, Marcus drew a mug of ale from the barrel which never seemed to run out. He grabbed a chunk of roast venison from the ever-present haunch roasting over the fire.  
 
    “There’s bread, too,” Ella said, handing him half a loaf and a ceramic dish of butter. The smell of the food reminded him how long it had been since he’d eaten. He tore into the bread and meat, and waited until he’d filled his belly before he turned to Ella and began the story of the new dungeon.  
 
    “It’s kind of like a pirate’s cove,” he said, refilling his mug. “In fact, I think that’s what I’ll call it—the Pirate Cove dungeon.”  
 
    He described to her the beautiful sandy beach and the wide bay, and then described the monsters and the fights one by one—from the octopus creatures to the silvery ballista crew and finally the crustacean pirates. When he finished the story about the fight with the captain, Ella’s eyes were shining with excitement, but when he told her about the healing properties of the water, she gasped and stopped him.  
 
    “Go back,” she said. “Tell me that again.”  
 
    With a shrug, Marcus repeated what he’d just told her—how he’d directed a flow of his elemental water power toward his burned hand to cool it and found that it had completely healed the wound, and then how he’d experimented with it on the graze on his neck.  
 
    Her eyes burned with excitement. Marcus was excited by the new power too, but Ella seemed to be more carried away by it even than he was. She seemed to be working up to telling him something, but she wasn’t quite ready to let it out yet.  
 
    She leaned forward, her hands on her knees. “Show me,” she said suddenly.  
 
    “What?” he asked, taken aback.  
 
    “Show me,” she repeated. “Show me your healing power, now.”  
 
    Marcus raised an eyebrow. “What, you mean you want me to…”  
 
    Swift as the wind, she reached into her haystack hair and whipped out a little silver pin. Before he could flinch backward, she darted a hand out and jabbed the pin into the soft flesh on the back of his right hand, between the thumb and forefinger.  
 
    “Ow!” Marcus exclaimed, swatting her away. Blood immediately welled up from the wound, and he instinctively raised his hand to his mouth to suck at it. She reached out and stopped him.  
 
    Her face was insistent as she watched him closely. “Show me the healing power!” she demanded.  
 
    Marcus glared at her. “You might have warned me you were going to stick me with a pin!”  
 
    She grinned wickedly at him. “Would that have made it hurt less? Come on, show me!”  
 
    He shrugged. Raising his left hand, he carefully channeled a drip of water from his finger and let it fall onto the bleeding pin-prick. For a moment, nothing happened, and then, with no fanfare, the wound knitted up and vanished.  
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    Ella sat back down, her eyes wide as she stared at him. “Do you know what this means, Marcus?”  
 
    “I can heal myself, and maybe even others.” Marcus said. “It’s an amazing power, but are you seeing something I’m not seeing?”  
 
    “It means,” she said, interrupting him, “that you are the Eloran, the Dungeon Bearer of legend. It means that the great power of the ancient dungeons is rising again! You’re it, the one who was prophesied!”  
 
    “Woah, back up a minute there!” Marcus protested, holding up his hands. “What are you talking about? What’s the Dungeon Bearer? The Elo… who?” Then Marcus’s eyes suddenly widened as he recalled what the red robed woman had called him, the woman who’d given him the ring and the mace.  
 
    “Eloran,” he said. “That’s what the red robed woman called me.”  
 
    “Red robed woman?” Ella asked. 
 
    Marcus then told Ella about his encounter with the red robed woman, along with the ring and mace she’d given him. Ella had no idea who the woman was, or about the items she’d given Marcus, but her identity was clearly important—but it also seemed an unsolvable mystery right now. 
 
    Ella smiled at Marcus. “Regardless as to who she is—she was right. I don’t know how she could have possibly known, but you’re Eloran, the Dungeon Bearer!” 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” Marcus said. “But I still have no idea what that’s meant to me.”  
 
    “Oh, right, I don’t suppose you’d have any notion of what I’m talking about.”  
 
    Rising up into the air, she hovered a little way off from him and began to speak.  
 
    “In the Kingdom of Doran, there is still a faerie realm, but it’s much reduced from what it used to be. It’s said that a long time ago, the realm of the faeries covered a wide area of land, and that they held great power. At the heart of this realm was the Eloran, a powerful sorcerer and dungeon master whose control over the dungeons was like no one else’s. It was said that he could create dungeons in detail, by hand, rather than having to rely on their own evolution cycles. He had power over the fundamental elements of the dungeons. And at the core of his power was a magic that no one else had. The Eloran had the power to heal wounds and sickness, and to raise the dead.”  
 
    Marcus sat up and leaned forward. “But this was a long time ago, right? What happened to the Eloran?”  
 
    “He became corrupted. His power was so great that he was able to heal himself, and through this power, he gave himself endless life. He became immortal, living undying for hundreds of years. As the centuries passed, he refined his powers until he became like an ancient god of power and creativity. He knew all that happened within the world, he was invulnerable to attack or wound, and he could create—not dungeons—but whole new worlds.”  
 
    She shook her head sadly. “Perhaps no man should have such power. I don’t know. But ultimately it all came down to his intentions. At the height of his power, the Eloran lost his head over a princess from the Southlands, a beautiful, vivacious girl who was the heir to a kingdom that no longer exists. She wouldn’t have him, no matter what he did. In the end, he tried to use his power to have her, and everything he’d created came crashing down.”  
 
    “He lost it all? Just because of one act of bad intention?” Marcus was amazed, but Ella nodded.  
 
    “Because he used his magic to a bad end,” she said. “He killed her, you see. When she wouldn’t have him, he used his magic to take her life. They called him Dungeon Bearer because all the power of all the dungeons in the world rested in his hand. That’s what Eloran means—Dungeon Bearer—in the old language of the faeries. But all the dungeons turned on him, and the empire he built crumbled, and eventually he went mad and made an end of himself.” 
 
    “And this healing magic, this power to heal using the elements—it’s never been seen again?” Marcus guessed.  
 
    “Until now,” Ella replied. “It was always said that, when an age of the world had passed by, another might come to take up the mantle of the Eloran. Another who might be able to harness the colossal power of dungeon magic. And the prophecy said that was how we would know him—he would be able to heal with elemental power.”  
 
    They both sat back and let this sink in for a while. After a little time had passed, Marcus took a deep breath. “If this is true,” he said, “how do I avoid the pitfalls? It seems a dangerous power to have, if it can all go so wrong for him. What’s stopping everything from crumbling down around me too?”  
 
    She fixed him with her strange green eyes. “Do as you have been doing. Your intentions are pure, and you desire only to do good for others. Keep doing that. Keep raising up the low, defending the weak. Take care with your dungeons, and be strict with yourself when you feel the temptations to misuse your power.”  
 
    “Protect the weak, and do not give in to the temptation to evil,” Marcus smiled. “I guess that’s no more than any man might be asked to do in his life.”  
 
    Ella nodded. “Exactly. Keep a watch on yourself, and you should be fine.” She reached out and touched his hand. “And don’t worry. The kind of power that the Eloran reached took him centuries to acquire. You’ve got plenty of time to learn your path.” 
 
    Marcus smiled. He took a breath to speak when a sudden sense of urgency gripped him. He felt as if he was being gripped by a desire to flee from some danger. His breath caught in his throat and sweat beaded on his forehead. He sprang to his feet.  
 
    “Marcus, what is it?” Ella asked.  
 
    He looked at her. “Don’t you feel it?” he said.  
 
    She began to shake her head, and then her eyes suddenly widened. “Oh! It’s… outside, I think. At the door!”  
 
    They both dashed to the dungeon entrance, and Marcus flung the door open, revealing the entrance chamber outside the grove. The little dark, stone room was filled with members of the Gutter Gang.  
 
    Everyone was shouting at once, and Marcus couldn’t make out a word that anyone was saying. He was about to call for quiet when there was a loud bellowing from the back of the entrance hall. Kairn Greymane appeared, in full battledress with his huge two-headed axe over his broad shoulder. He shouldered his way through the press, bellowing for quiet in a voice like a lighthouse foghorn.  
 
    Immediately, everyone shut up.  
 
    Kairn lumbered up to Marcus and looked up into his face. His expression was grim, and his eyes were hard as flint. “It’s begun,” he said. “The attack has begun. The Sewer Slayers and the ratmen are here, and they’ve brought their friends.”  
 
    “Their friends?” said Marcus, drawing his sword. “Well, are there many of them?”  
 
    Kairn’s stern face was suddenly transformed by a fierce grin. “Oh, yes,” he said. “Hundreds.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hurry to the barricades!” Marcus shouted. “That’s where we’ll hold them! Kairn, with me. Tell me what’s happened. In detail! Ella, you should stay in the Grove chamber unless you want to fight.” 
 
    “I’m not staying away!” she said indignantly. “I’ve a few tricks up my sleeve to defend myself with if necessary, and if it gets too intense, I can always hide with my stealth abilities. I’m coming with you. I may be able to help.”  
 
    “Very well,” Marcus agreed, then turned his attention to Kairn’s report.  
 
    “Jay found them out in the corridors,” the dwarf explained as they marched down the corridor to the main hall. “He led a small scouting party out and got a good look at them before they saw him. There are so many of them that they’ve had to assemble in three different tunnels—there is not enough room in any single one for them all to gather together.”  
 
    “Anyone hurt?” Marcus asked tersely.  
 
    Kairn shook his head. “Not yet, anyway. But they’ll come on hard, and this is no skirmish. They’re out for blood. They’ll exterminate us or die trying.”  
 
    “Then they’ll die,” said Marcus grimly. “Tell me about their friends. What did you mean by that?”  
 
    “They have an army of murgals in the vanguard. Many, many of them, more than I’ve even seen gathered together in one place. And you know how the murgals hardly ever wear armor? Well, this time they all are.”  
 
    “What else?”  
 
    “Well, there’s the ratmen, of course. There’s flamethrower cohorts, berserker units, ballistae, and well-armed spear units too. And then there’s the Sewer Slayers—someone had the bright idea of armoring them like heavy knights and putting them on the backs of wargs to serve as steeds. There’s at least two hundred of them.”  
 
    Kairn counted off on his fingers as they walked. Apparently, he relished the opportunity for a fight. “And then there’s the city guard,” he said cheerfully.  
 
    “The city guard!?” Marcus was surprised.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Kairn. “A good showing of them, considering their reputation for cowardice. I don’t know how many exactly—maybe fifty or a hundred, armed with crossbows and axes and man-high shields.”  
 
    “Anything else?” said Marcus. He had the feeling that Kairn was not quite done yet.  
 
    “Oh, the spiders,” the dwarf said. “Forgot about them. I hate spiders, I do, but they’ve managed to round up about fifty big battle spiders, all done up in that rusty plate and mail they favor. I think that’s about it.”  
 
    They had reached the main hall of the Gutter Gang’s lair now. It was empty, as everyone was down at the barricade, awaiting the onset of the battle.  
 
    Kairn grinned up at Marcus.  
 
    Marcus gave him a wry look. “Kairn, how many fighters do we have?”  
 
    “Oh, thirty-four, I think,” said Kairn cheerily.  
 
    “I thought there were thirty-five?” Marcus asked.  
 
    “Yeah, there were, but Barron hurt his foot and he’s useless now. Thirty-four.”  
 
    “Thirty-four warriors, against an army of hundreds!” said Marcus, glaring at the dwarf. “So why are you so damn cheerful?”  
 
    Kairn grinned at him, showing a line of crooked yellow teeth. He reached up a beefy hand and slapped Marcus on the arm. “Because we’ve got you, my friend,” he said. “We’ve got you. We can’t lose!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marcus had to admire Kairn’s confidence, though he was not sure that he shared it. The Gutter Gang were outnumbered and under-equipped. And if that wasn’t enough, they had wargs and battle spiders and the blasted city guard on their side too. 
 
    Well, I’m ready to give it my best shot, he thought. Perhaps Kairn’s correct, and my power will be able to turn the tide. One way to find out!  
 
    He had grabbed the ornate mace that the mysterious woman in the city had given him. His sword hung by his side as usual, but something told him the mace might find a use in the coming battle. After all, being armed to the teeth was never a bad idea. 
 
    Followed by Kairn and Ella, Marcus strode purposefully down the corridor toward the barricade. The Gutter Gang had done good work to reinforce it. A stout wall of thick timbers was reinforced with piled stones at the front. Kairn had armed his warriors with slingshots, and each person had a row of smooth, round rocks in front of them. The Gutter Gang were drawn up in ranks, six abreast, with enough room between each person so they could move freely.  
 
    Kairn had trained everyone who was fit for fighting. A few people who were not able to fight had stayed behind with the three young children whose parents lived with the Gang, but everyone else was here at the barricades. The dwarf had trained them well. They stood in absolute silence, awaiting orders, faces stern and ready for the coming battle. 
 
    With the armor and weapons Marcus had brought down to the Underway, the Gang were well-equipped. Because of the influence of the dungeon magic on the Gang, they were strong and capable. The combination of these two elements and Kairn’s training had turned the Gang into a formidable force. But would it be enough to shift the odds in their favor?  
 
    Still too few, Marcus thought, still unsure. He couldn’t help doubting their ability to fend off such a huge force as had been gathered against them, but he shook off his doubts.  
 
    He glanced back at Ella. “What do you think?” he asked.  
 
    “I think,” she said slowly, “that if you place the dungeons on the outside of the barricade, the enemies are going to go in. They’re here for the dungeons, aren’t they? It’s knowledge of the dungeons that has prompted them to raise such a big force. They don’t fully understand what the dungeons are, I don’t think. If they did, they would know that they can’t expect to realistically take control of them from you.”  
 
    Marcus nodded. “They’re being driven in by Xeron,” he said. “The Diremage has encouraged them to come and fight here, and to fight the dungeons, but it’s you he wants. I’ll bet there’ll be an elite team embedded within this army whose only mission is to seek you out. The others will be looking for plunder, through the dungeons. If we give them the opportunity to go into a dungeon, they’ll take it.”  
 
    Marcus jumped over the barricade and placed the Bladehand dungeon on the right of the barricade and the Harpy dungeon on the left. He kept the Pirate’s Cove dungeon in reserve. In his cloak, he also had the Cursed Pestilence dungeon, though his instincts told him very clearly that he should only consider using that as a last resort.  
 
    The doors to the dungeons glowed invitingly, and Marcus was pleased to find that the dungeons had provided a little scattering of gold nuggets across the floor in front of their doors. The greedy ratmen would surely be drawn in to fight, but Marcus was less sure about the murgals and the Sewer Slayers. The murgals were stupid, single-minded creatures who wanted only to kill. The Sewer Slayers were human, and less likely to be drawn easily into a trap.  
 
    The ratmen were just the right mix of stupid and greedy to be drawn in by the chance of a quick win. They were cunning creatures, clever builders, and inventors, yet they lacked the capacity to think clearly and critically about a problem. Faced with a dungeon doorway, they would plunge in, looking for loot and not thinking beyond that.  
 
    Marcus was relying on it.  
 
    After he’d placed the dungeons, he scrambled back up the barricade. Instead of immediately jumping down, he gazed out at the Gutter Gang for a moment and spoke in a clear voice that carried through the wide corridor.  
 
    “Gutter Gang! We have been waiting for this for a long time. The Sewer Slayers want to end our occupation of the Underway—they want to end our very lives! But we’ve trained for this, and we have the power of the dungeons. We’re vastly outnumbered, but we have the advantage of the dungeons, we have the advantage of the high ground, and a good defensive wall. And we have the right! There’s no excuse for the Sewer Slayers and the ratmen to evict us! Today, you will see magic happening! I will use my dungeons to their full advantage, and the effects may be strange and unexpected. Do not fear! Anything that happens will be to our advantage. Fight with me, and when our enemies come, they will break their army against our wall like the sea on a wharf!”  
 
    The Gutter Gang cheered and clashed their weapons together, and the noise boomed through the high-roofed tunnel. Marcus leaped down, his mace in one hand and his sword in the other, and at that moment, the Gutter Gang’s war cry was answered.  
 
    A guttural roaring carried through the inky darkness of the Underway beyond. Hundreds of voices yelling out a wordless, threatening battle-cry. The enemy army was coming, and judging by the volume of the sound, they’d be on them soon enough. Within the wordless shouting, a deep voice boomed in command, and the first wave of enemy fighters flooded into view in front of the Gutter Gang’s defenses.  
 
    The vanguard was made up exclusively of murgals. The monsters were troll-like, but much smaller. They hunched over, their flat, noseless faces thrust forward and their big white eyes gleaming in the faint light.  
 
    As Kairn had said, they were armed in chainmail and many of them had rusty pot-helms. The murgals did not often wear armor, however, and it clearly slowed them down.  
 
    Marcus clambered up a little way so that he could see over the barrier, and two others of the Gang peered through viewing-holes that had been deliberately left during the building process. There was no gap in the defensive wall—the usual entrance and exit gate had been blocked up with rocks and timbers.  
 
    “Hold!” Marcus shouted, putting a hand up. “Hold until I give the order!” 
 
    Marcus watched the oncoming tide of murgals until he reckoned they were within slingshot range, then roared the order to the Gang. “Fire!”  
 
    A rain of rocks hurtled through the air, whistling as they sailed over the barrier. They crashed into the mass of murgals on the other side. As soon as one flight was in the air, the Gang were already reloading and flinging another volley over the wall.  
 
    And with each volley, a cluster of murgals collapsed with sudden squeals. Marcus watched as many of the murgals went down. They were packed tightly together, and the flights of rocks smashed helms and skulls and evil-looking faces under their weight. Dark blood fountained out and splattered the others. The second flight of stones overshot, and most of them clattered ineffectively onto the ground beyond the advancing murgals. In the shadows beyond, Marcus could see a mass of dark moving figures, but there was no sign of the second wave advancing just yet.  
 
    “Hold fire!” Marcus yelled. “Prepare to repel the attackers!”  
 
    “Get up on the wall!” roared Kairn. “Get up there and fight for your home and your lives!” 
 
    Kairn was in the middle of the crowd, his two-headed axe in hand. The big dwarf was not built for climbing barricades, so he stayed on the ground. Marcus was confident that they could repel most, if not all, of the murgals from the wall, but before this fight was over, he didn’t doubt that there would be fighting on the ground for Kairn to do. The dwarf was practically snarling as he waited for his chance to give his axe a new home in a ratman’s skull.  
 
    Marcus stood on top of the wall as the Gutter Gang took up their positions around them, armed with spear and shield and sword. They stood close together, each ready to protect the man to his left. This way of protecting each other was something that Kairn had brought from his homeland. Far away, in the northern kingdom of the dwarves where Kairn had been born, the dwarves often used this tactic. They were used to fighting in underground tunnels and passageways down in the deep mines that were their homes, and this close-packed shield wall worked well for them there.  
 
    It worked well for the Gutter Gang too. The murgals flung themselves at the wall, scrambling upward hand over hand and waving their strange, multi-pronged spears overhead. They screeched and howled as they came up, but as soon as they reached the top of the wall, they were met with a well-practiced wall of shields and spears.  
 
    The Gang chanted in rhythm as they stabbed forward, impaling murgals on their spear points and sending them tumbling back down the wall to sprawl among the dead on the ground. At first, their bodies hit the ground with a sharp thud, but now as the dead piled higher, they fell with a soft, bloodied squelch.  
 
    As they fought, one Gang member got a spear jammed in a murgal’s neck. Marcus glanced toward the Gang Member’s dismayed cry and realized it was a woman—Tessa, a member he did not know particularly well. The spear was wrenched from her grip as her enemy fell backward, and before she could sweep her sword out, another murgal had bashed into her, knocking her backward. She tumbled down the wall with the murgal that had tackled her. 
 
    They grappled together as they fell, and the murgal had a dagger in his hand. He tore at her with his teeth, while smashing his dagger against her plate armor—clang, clang, clang. The murgal snarled impatiently. She screamed.  
 
    Marcus leaped off the barrier as the spear wall closed around him. He landed near the struggling pair, dashed in, and kicked the murgal in the head to get it off her. In the moment that it looked around at him, he swung his mace and smashed its face in with a single blow.  
 
    Marcus looked up and found that Jay was there, helping him haul the murgal’s corpse off Tessa. Jay looked Marcus in the eye and nodded reassuringly as they pulled the creature away.  
 
    “Tessa,” said Marcus, pushing her helmet back. “Are you badly hurt?”  
 
    Jay gasped as Tessa’s white face was revealed. Sweat marked her face, and she looked drawn and in pain. She reached under her armor and then brought her hand back out. Her fingers were stained with blood.  
 
    “Jay,” said Marcus. “To the wall. You’re needed there.”  
 
    Jay hesitated for a moment, then followed Marcus’s command, clambering up the wall to join the defense. Marcus looked up and saw Kairn standing over them.  
 
    “It’s bad,” said the dwarf, shaking his head, “but that’s war. It’s unavoidable. There’s nothing we can do, Marcus. Leave her be.”  
 
    “Oh, I think there may be something I can do,” said Marcus grimly. He sincerely hoped he could do this. Quickly, he stripped the plating away from Tessa, lifted her chainmail, and found the leather undershirt torn and saturated with blood.  
 
    Tessa looked down at the wound, then her eyes rolled back, and her head slumped heavily backward. 
 
    The dwarf narrowed his eyes. “What are you—” 
 
    “Kairn, hold this out of the way,” Marcus ordered. The dwarf seemed about to protest, but then he just shrugged and did as he was asked.  
 
    Crouching, Kairn lifted Tessa’s torn leathers out of the way. Below, there was a ragged stab wound in Tessa’s side. Blood had poured from it, and now it pulsed out sluggishly and dark with every beat of Tessa’s heart.  
 
    “Marcus…” said Kairn, but Marcus just lifted both hands and held them over the wound. Water surged from his palms suddenly, mixing with her blood. Marcus concentrated, putting everything he could into drawing energy down into the water and through it, into Tessa’s wound.  
 
    “By the teeth of Ironbeard!” Kairn swore as the wound was washed clean and began to knit up. Marcus kept the flow going until the wound was gone.  
 
    Tessa sat up sharply, gasping. She coughed, looked around, then looked down at where her wound had been. She felt the healed flesh in disbelief before she stared at Marcus. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth hung open. 
 
    “Is that… did you… can it be?” she stammered.  
 
    “On your feet, soldier,” said Marcus. “I said you would see magic today. Here it is. Pick up your weapon and take your place on the wall.”  
 
    “Y…yes, master!” she said. After a moment of hesitation, she did as she was asked, sorting out her plate and mail, pulling her helmet on and heading for the wall again, sword and shield in hand.  
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    “My friend,” said Kairn quietly. “I knew there was magic here, but I had no idea that it was so… so…” He trailed off, unsure what to call the magic he just witnessed. Then his eyes lit up. “You have the healing hands!”  
 
    “So it would seem, my friend,” said Marcus with a smile. “Go on now. Look to the defense. Send the wounded to me as they come, and I will do with them as I did with Tessa. Go on, your folk are relying on you.”  
 
    Kairn straightened up and saluted in dwarf fashion, smacking a clenched fist to his breastplate with a clang. He turned and marched back to the wall.  
 
    Marcus glanced up at the wall. The murgal attack was slowing. A few had made it over the wall into the tunnel beyond, but they had been cut down mercilessly by the Gang reinforcements who waited on the other side. A cheer of victory rang out at the top of the wall.  
 
    “They’re running!” he heard people shout. “Flee, murgal scum!”  
 
    Marcus nodded in satisfaction. The ratmen would come next, he was certain of it. They would have sent the murgals against the wall first to test the Gang’s strength, but the rats would be the main assault. From the sound of it, they had ranged weapons and probably flamethrowers too.  
 
    They will try to force a breach in the defensive wall, Marcus thought. If they can do that, then the cavalry—the warg-mounted Sewer Slayers and the battle spiders—can come through and sweep the defenders away.  
 
    That meant that the dungeons would soon be occupied, if all went according to plan. Marcus would need to set up his management table and ready the Dungeon Meld spell. He hoped he would be able to maintain his attention effectively between the dungeons and the fighting behind the wall.  
 
    Only one way to find out, he thought.  
 
    Marcus conjured his dungeon management table a little distance behind the wall, so it was out of the way if the fight spilled over the top of the wall. As the sleek black top of the table caught the first glimmer of torchlight, Ella flew down next to him.  
 
    “I wondered where you’d got to,” he said, relieved to see her.  
 
    “I’ve been up in the shadows above the wall, at the top of the tunnel. I can stay there and stay out of sight, but also have an eye on what’s going on below. I can feel something strange, a kind of rumbling noise through the ground from up above. I don’t know what it is, but I thought you should know.”  
 
    That made Marcus feel uneasy, but there was nothing he could do about it now. A rumbling up above. What could it be?  
 
    “You’d better go back up to the ceiling and keep an ear out for anything else strange. Maybe scout in the main chamber too if you can. If you see or hear anything, find me here and let me know.”  
 
    Ella gave a quick nod and flew away again, vanishing into the shadows up above.  
 
    Marcus returned his attention to the dungeon table and initiated the Dungeon Meld. Immediately, his attention was split between the chamber, the Bladehand dungeon, and the Harpy dungeon. With care, he found that he could manage the split, keeping most of his awareness in his own body, while still maintaining awareness of the dungeons.  
 
    As he stepped back from the table, satisfied with the results, he heard a shout from on top of the wall.  
 
    “Here they come! Slingshots!”  
 
    Jay was shouting. He had climbed to the top of the wall, along with ten of the Gutter Gang. The other twenty had arrayed themselves behind the wall again, readying their slingshots. Marcus jogged past them and clambered up the wall to look.  
 
    The ratmen were coming on now. In the wide space before the barricade, they came forward in loose, disordered groups, roughly split by weapon type. There were very many of them, and they were all dressed in chainmail and leather, clumsily pulled over their dirty, matted fur. 
 
    On either side there were groups of spear and sword units, protected with head-high wooden shields, very unlike those typically used by the ratmen. Berserker units stood in front—big ratmen, almost man-sized, driven insane by the powerful, mind-bending drugs and magical rituals of the ratmen. They were armed with cleavers, but they wore very little armor—just a small piece of leather loosely draped over their bulky chests. In the middle, three units of ratmen armed with flamethrowers waved the ends of their weapons, as if searching for someone to burn. The weapons were just like the one that Marcus had come up against in the tunnel.  
 
    As he watched, another unit of ratmen pushed ballistae up behind, a row of nine big bolt throwers, painted black, with groups of small ratmen scurrying about them setting them up.  
 
    “Defenders!” Marcus shouted. “Take cover! Slingers! Fire a volley!” 
 
    A hail of fat round rocks shot over the wall. The defenders ducked suddenly, avoiding the slingshots’ first volley. The stones crashed into the army beyond. One rat took a stone to the eye. Another’s skull cracked clean open like an egg. One lucky shot smashed into a flamethrower wielder, and its weapon exploded in a plume of fire. Its fur caught alight, but the blaze didn’t stop there—flames spread to the surrounding ratmen, enveloping their ranks. Flaming ratmen flailed about, spreading the fire as they desperately tried to extinguish their fur. Soon, another flamethrower rat burned, its screeching cut off by his weapon exploding. That set off a chain of explosions and sent the other flamethrower units scurrying out of the way, but it didn’t slow the advance.  
 
    Then the berserker units saw the dungeon doorways. They took the bait at once, the commanders screeching out their orders as they peeled away from the main host and charged eagerly into the dungeon chambers.  
 
    As they entered, Marcus felt his attention tear away from his body. He scrambled out of the way, off to the side of the wall defenders so that he still had a view, but wasn’t in full view of the attackers. Jay took command on top of the wall, calling out to the slingers to fire their volleys. “Fire!” Jay shouted. “Fire!” 
 
    The nine ballistae thrummed and sent their great arrows trailing flame through the air to thump into the wooden planks at the top of the wall. The flames caught on the dry wood immediately. One of the ballista bolts smashed into the head of one of the Gutter Gang, decapitating him.  
 
    Even my magic won’t grow him back his head, Marcus thought. More’s the pity. He knew that the magic might be able to heal wounds—maybe even fatal wounds, as with Tessa—but they would not be able to restore life to a headless man, despite what Ella’s legend had said. Perhaps once he reached a higher level, but for now, the man was done for. He’d died defending his home, and Marcus thought the man would have been proud of that at least. 
 
    In the dungeons, the berserkers were pressing their way up the tunnels toward the chambers. Marcus grinned with satisfaction as their headlong rush triggered the traps. In both corridors, the ratmen were smashed to pieces by falling rocks or stabbed by flying blades, but now he realized that even more were pressing up behind.  
 
    Behind the well-armed and disciplined units were many more ratmen, less well-armed. Their discipline was as bad as their blades, and they came on in a headlong rush, getting in the way of the ballistae teams and shoving the flamethrower teams forward toward the wall. Many of them, seeing the glowing doors, poured into the dungeon corridors, and Marcus felt their life force filling up the dungeon chambers like water through a dam.  
 
    He was becoming more and more distracted, and it hit him that he couldn’t stay here. He would need to retreat from the main defense if he was going to be able to keep an eye on the two dungeon chambers through his meld. Unwilling to sacrifice the ability to see what was going on in the dungeons, he was preparing to turn away and leave the wall when he heard a commanding shout from below.  
 
    He looked down through the flames that were now sheeting up the front of the barricade. The flamethrower teams were lined up in a row, raising their weapons.  
 
    “Back!” Marcus yelled suddenly. “Off the wall! Off the wall!”  
 
    He flung himself off, and the Gutter Gang fighters followed him as the flamethrower teams unloaded on the wall. Blue and green flames exploded off the outside of the wall, and a great jeering shout went up from the army that was gathered behind the flamethrowers. The edges of the wall blackened, and the smoke crowded the top of the Underway tunnel. 
 
    Marcus dropped the Dungeon Meld for now. He had no choice—it was more important to concentrate on the defense here. Shouting commands, he gathered the Gutter Gang into a line and got them to form their shield wall again. 
 
    “Shield wall!” Marcus shouted.  
 
    The barricade was on fire now, and the sound of ballista bolts smashing into it was not encouraging. Even less encouraging was the strained crackle of the barricade as it bore the assault. 
 
    “The wall is about to fall!” yelled Kairn. He stood right at the front, his legs planted and his axe in his hand, ready to fight.  
 
    Marcus cast the Dungeon Meld spell again. In the Harpy dungeon, all the monsters had been triggered. It seemed that the number of enemies in the dungeon bore some relationship to the number of enemies spawned, because Marcus had never seen so many skeleton duelists in the dungeon. They had created an army of their own, charging forward in waves and working together to corral the berserkers and accompanying ratman infantry toward the trees.  
 
    The four trees had awakened, their demonic impulses stirring as soon as the ratmen entered the chamber. Their roots smashed into their ranks wildly, sending rats flying in all directions—and those were the lucky ones. Others were crushed or chomped in the trees’ massive jaws. Either way, a satisfying crunch of rat bones sung through the chamber.  
 
    The ratman berserkers were chewing through the crowds of duelists, but the three harpies that had spawned tore up the ratman infantry mobs that were still pouring in through the door. Marcus could feel the dungeon straining with the sheer weight of enemies within. Could the dungeon break if there were too many enemies inside? Would the door just close? Marcus had a feeling that he was going to find out before too much more time had passed.  
 
    In the other dungeon, an oversized bladehand had spawned and was holding the entrance against the ratmen. None of them had thought to use the torches against the bladehand, and there was no hope for them. Even the biggest of the berserkers couldn’t hope to beat the bladehand. The four razor sharp swords, two gold and two iron, swung in deadly arcs. The bloody corpses of the ratmen fell limply as the bladehand cut their throats or split their torsos. 
 
    They could not retreat, because more and more were trying to press their way into the dungeon through the doors, so they flung themselves at the bladehand in ever greater fury, only to be cut to pieces by the swirling swords. The sickly iron stench of ratman blood overwhelmed the chamber. 
 
    A crash brought Marcus back to his body.  
 
    He looked up. The wall was falling. A huge rush of red sparks went up as wood and stone collapsed to the ground, and the ratmen came screaming through. They hit the shield wall, broke, then reformed and came on again. The shield wall was pushed back by the sheer press of them against it, though Marcus was pleased that none of the Gang actually fell. Kairn had trained them well, and they gave ground in a steady, orderly march backward.  
 
    A deafening blast of a hoarse war horn drowned this section of the Underway. Marcus looked toward the breach in the wall and saw a wave of cavalry charging through. This was the Sewer Slayers, waiting until the wall had been breached, just like he had thought they would.  
 
    The Slayers were fewer in number, but they were mounted on wargs—wild wolf-like creatures that were found wild in the Gronwold, the Orklands of the west. The orks captured them and bred them as fighting steeds, and they could be bought at great price on the docks.  
 
    Diremage Xeron’s money at play here, Marcus thought. He found that his attention could be kept now on the two dungeons and sustained in the main battle. The splitting of attention was becoming stronger quickly, even as he used it.  
 
    At first it had made him feel slightly nauseous, like looking through two pairs of eyes at the same time. Now, he found that it had resolved into an overarching vision, like looking down on one of the amphitheaters in the far eastern city states of Zenreth, where they would act out three stories at once with different sets of players, and the actors would swap between stories as they went.  
 
    Marcus smiled at the thought, but he kept his mind on the task at hand. The Gutter Gang took the impact of the cavalry bravely, but several fell. The wargs snapped at the line, forcing them back even further. It was time for Marcus to join the fray.  
 
    With his mace in one hand and his sword in the other, he charged down and crashed into the flank of the cavalry like a whirlwind. They were hampered by the corpses of their own fallen warriors. As in the dungeons, the press of men and ratmen coming up behind stopped them from reforming and charging again.  
 
    Marcus heard a loud shouting in the dwarven language and cut his way through his enemies toward it. The Sewer Slayer cavalry were big men, many with the distinctive facial tattooing that marked the men from the Sun Isles. They were dressed in good plate and had swords and war-axes, but Marcus could immediately tell that they had not trained as carefully with their new gear as the Gutter Gang had.  
 
    They were clumsy with their swords, and Marcus was able to dance rings round them as he slipped toward the shouting. He crushed a ratman’s skull with his mace and cut a Slayer’s throat as he pushed through. In the middle of the fight, Kairn was holding off a champion of the Sewer Slayers mounted on a huge, snarling warg.  
 
    Marcus dived in to help him, jumping up onto the back of a Slayer who was coming in to charge Kairn from behind. Marcus grabbed handfuls of the warg’s rankly matted fur and vaulted up, slitting the Slayer’s throat with a single sweep of his sword. As the man’s corpse dropped to the ground, Marcus raised his mace and brought it down in a crushing blow on the snarling warg’s head.  
 
    Foot by foot, the Gutter Gang were being driven up the tunnel toward the main hall. There’d be much more room for the enemy there, Marcus knew. If they were pushed into the main hall, it would be disastrous. The Gang were so heavily outnumbered that they could easily be flanked. They’d be surrounded, and the enemies could organize a fatal charge. If they were driven into the main hall, it wouldn’t be long before this fight was over.  
 
    Kairn jumped up and killed the enemy he was fighting with a great sweeping blow, then turned to look around, blood splattered on his face.  
 
    “Kairn!” Marcus shouted as the battle raged around them. “We have to hold the entrance to the main chamber. We can’t be pressed back in there. If we are, we’ll be surrounded and cut off!”  
 
    “Aye!” Kairn agreed. “Look to the rear, I’ll hold the front.”  
 
    Marcus nodded and dashed off to cover the rear. The Gutter Gang let him through. At the back of the Gang’s formation, the wounded were lined up in a row against the wall, groaning painfully and some still clutching their weapons as if yearning to rejoin the battle. He hurried to them and began to heal using his elemental water power. Healing water gushed over them, washing away their injuries with their blood. 
 
    As he healed them, he felt the dungeons call for his attention. Without stopping the healing water, he looked into his chambers and realized what was happening. The dungeons were becoming dangerously overloaded. Enemies, living and dead, were piled thickly in the corridor and the chamber, but they had stopped pouring in. Marcus realized what had happened—the main body of the enemy force was now past the broken barricade, so they had stopped going through the dungeon doors.  
 
    He stood for a moment and tried to peer over the heads of the defenders, but he couldn’t see much except a press of dark figures outlined against the roaring flames of the burning barricade.  
 
    The wounded were all back on their feet now, thanking him.  
 
    “Don’t thank me,” he said, “just get your weapons and get back to the defense!”  
 
    As he spoke, he heard a great shout of fear and dismay from the front. Marcus was frustrated. He couldn’t see. A heavy stench of blood, sweat, and smoke stained the battle. Glancing from side to side, he caught sight of a rocky ledge on one wall, took a running jump, and caught it, pulling himself up. 
 
    For a moment he held himself there and assessed the situation. The battle spiders had come. Ten huge spiders, as big as horses, crept ponderously through the burning rubble and scattered bodies toward the defenders. With every step, the spiders’ armor clinked: red, rusty iron plate against the even rustier chainmail skirts draped over their horrible thin legs. They hissed and chattered as they came slowly on, and Marcus saw the front line of the Gutter Gang wavering as the nightmare creatures bore down on them.  
 
    A voice was calling his name, “Marcus! Marcus!”  
 
    He looked down. It was Hammer, the dog, standing below him, looking worried. Marcus dropped to the ground and greeted the dog happily.  
 
    “Hey buddy,” Marcus said. “I wondered where you’d got to. Are you all good?”  
 
    “No time for that,” Hammer said frantically. “Ella’s in the main chamber, she says you need to come quick!”  
 
    Not waiting to hear more, Marcus turned and followed Hammer up into the main chamber. Behind him, he heard the clash of steel and Kairn roaring orders, but he also heard the fearful cries of the Gutter Gang. They were being pressed inexorably back toward the main chamber as wargs and ratmen and battle spiders bore down on them.  
 
    They have to hold here, he thought. It’s the only way they can avoid being flanked, and if they are flanked, they’ll never hold out! 
 
    “Ella! What is it?” Marcus shouted as he ran into the chamber.  
 
    Ella was flying back and forth in agitation, near a portion of the upper wall that seemed to be cracked. Marcus could hear a steady rumbling noise.  
 
    Marcus glanced up. “What in the…” 
 
    And then it became clear. There was a crackling boom, and a flash of fire, and a whole section of the ceiling caved in.  
 
    Ella screamed and flew out of the way of the falling masonry. Daylight flooded in through the hole in the roof. Stocky figures shouted and began to lower themselves down into the chamber on ropes.  
 
    “We’re going to be surrounded!” Ella yelled. “Marcus, you have to save the Grove chamber!”  
 
    “Warn the others!” he shouted to her, and she flew toward the entrance while Marcus sprinted up the back tunnel toward the Grove chamber’s placement. He cast the spell, secreting the sphere in his robe pouch. Marcus charged back to the main chamber as quickly as he could—he just hoped that that would be quick enough.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A steady stream of figures lowered themselves into the hall on ropes. Marcus looked around in confusion. Dwarves! A team of armored dwarves in steel plate and chainmail, with huge helmets that covered their entire faces. They were armed to the teeth with axes, swords, and crossbows. As they landed, they looked around, searching eagerly for enemies.  
 
    Next, a group of more lightly armed men appeared. The city guard! They lowered themselves down on ropes as well, laughing and gloating as they came. Their armor caught the splinters of daylight that now pierced into the Underway. Marcus looked for Ella, but she had disappeared.  
 
    What should he do? He could attack the group by himself, or run and warn the others, but he could not do both. He had only a moment to decide.  
 
    He had to warn the others. Even he could not take on a hundred heavy dwarven fighters and half a cohort of the city guard single-handedly. He turned and sprinted back to the Gang. 
 
    His small force was at the entrance to the hall, and they were at risk of spilling back into the main hall any minute now. Their boots dragged along the ground as the enemy tried to push through the narrow entryway.  
 
    “Form up and turn!” Marcus yelled to the back row. “Get the wounded into the middle!”  
 
    The Gang didn’t ask any questions. The back rank turned and formed a back-facing shield wall, while others pulled the wounded into the middle of the block. The battle spiders were at the front, fighting with the spearmen. The Gang were putting up a fierce resistance, but they could not hold out for long.  
 
    Marcus dashed to the middle and began frantically healing the wounded. It worked. The healed fighters staggered to their feet and took up arms again, but now Marcus realized something that he hadn’t noticed before. The healing process took something out of the wounded. Some of the people he was healing had been wounded and healed three times now, and they were pale and reeling as they stood. There had been another three deaths, too—catastrophic injuries that were beyond any magic’s healing ability.  
 
    Kairn was fighting at the front of the shield wall, and Marcus took command at the back, facing the newly arrived force of dwarves and men. This new fighting force charged the Gutter Gang from behind, slamming into them with a great mocking battle-yell. The shield-wall held, and the Gang pushed back, fighting with spear and sword. But it was only a matter of time.  
 
    Suddenly, Marcus reeled. He felt as if his knees had been kicked out from under him. What happened?  
 
    His attention was forcibly pulled to the Bladehand dungeon. Here, the bladehand faced a wall of dead ratmen, an appalling heap of monstrous carrion that packed the chamber tightly to the ceiling. The bladehand itself was changing, and a spell flashed through the dungeon chamber—and through Marcus’s mind. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon Meld: Finalize. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” he said. His awareness snapped back to his body. He was on his knees, and someone was standing over him, shouting. And then his mouth formed the words: “Dungeon Meld: Finalize.”  
 
    Awareness exploded through him. Energy coursed through him. In a split-second, his mind expanded like an upsurging flame. A moment before, he had been overwhelmed, unable to even think. Now, the surplus of energy in his dungeon system tore through him, lifting him up, powering him, driving him.  
 
    He became the bladehand. He became the skeleton duelists. He became the harpies and the tree demons, and he remained Marcus. The whole scene unfolded before him, and suddenly it was all so simple. How had he not known this before? It was obvious! He was the Master—the Master of them all. 
 
    He drove the bladehand forward, through the pile of corpses, churning its way with its mighty claws through the packed mass of writhing ratmen. It ducked to enter the corridor.  
 
    In the Harpy dungeon, he drove the fifty skeleton duelists to the door and out, clattering down the corridor on bony feet, the three harpies close behind.  
 
    As Marcus, he took a running jump and leaped clean over the heads of the Gutter Gang, landing with a mighty crash and a roar in the midst of the dwarves. His mace was in one hand, and his sword in the other. His onslaught was so ferocious that the dwarves fell back, giving the Gang a moment to reform. 
 
    “Hero’s Might!” 
 
    “Fleetfoot!” 
 
    “Hero’s Might!”  
 
    “Fleetfoot!”  
 
    Every time the spells wore off after a massive expenditure of energy, he simply cast them again. The power of the dungeons, the huge swathes of enemies destroyed in their depths, empowered Marcus, allowing him to cast the spells in quick succession without any sign of his energy faltering. 
 
    On the other side of the hall, the dungeon monsters exploded out of their doorways. Together, they charged through the broken and still-burning wreckage of the barricade.  
 
    The monsters were outside the dungeon now.  
 
    The press of ratmen and Sewer Slayers around the battle spiders turned in dismay, not knowing where this new threat was coming from.  
 
    Marcus let his entire awareness slip into the bladehand.  
 
    His body was iron and gold, and he moved like a juggernaut through the wreck of his enemies. Ratmen abandoned the attack on the Gutter Gang and turned to face him and the skeleton duelists that swarmed around him. Two harpies attacked a battle spider, ripping off its rusty iron plating to tear at the soft, pale flesh of its head.  
 
    He whirled his four enormous swords, and they flashed and sang in the air around him. With great sweeps of his blades, he smashed the smaller enemies out of the way, heading straight for the biggest battle spider.  
 
    The monster became aware of him and turned sharply, raising an armored claw to strike him. He glanced at the Gutter Gang’s shield wall just past the spider. The faces of the Gang had changed from terror to amazement. Encouraged by their new monstrous allies, they pressed the attack again, charging forward to kill ratmen and Slayers. Through the bladehand’s eyes, he saw Kairn bringing down a battle spider off to his left. He had a strange moment when he caught a glimpse of himself as Marcus, healing the wounded in the center of the Gang’s spear unit again.  
 
    He leaned forward and spun his bladed hands at the spider’s legs. It batted at him with armored claws, but the blows slammed ineffectually against his iron body. He cut the spider’s legs to bits with two of his blades. It crashed to the ground in front of him, chittering as its face slammed into the hard ground. With his massive sword hands, he tore through its iron helmet, churning through the head inside and spattering spider brains across the floor.  
 
    Marcus blinked. He was back in his body, in the center of the Gang. Gutter Gang members were swaying to their feet again, white faced and wide-eyed, their hands gripping the blood-slicked shafts of their weapons. Marcus looked around.  
 
    The pressure on the front of the Gang was easing, but the pressure from the dwarves and city guard was increasing. They were fresh, and the dwarves were highly trained. It was all Marcus could do to keep up with healing the flow of the wounded.  
 
    The new dungeon monster allies were making a difference, but there were still many enemies to fight on that side. The danger was far from over.  
 
    Marcus was considering whether he could try to bring a group of the skeleton duelists up through the Gang to fight the dwarves and the city guard when something unexpected happened. Through the hole in the roof, dead bodies began to fall. Three, four, five, guards came crashing down to smash on the floor below with a wet, loud thud.  
 
    The dwarves fighting in the chamber looked back, unsure what was about to happen. Five figures appeared, climbing hand-over-hand down the ropes. Who were they? For a moment, Marcus couldn’t tell. He gazed at them in amazement as they dropped to the ground and charged the dwarves from behind.  
 
    They were his adventurers!  
 
    Anja, Ben, Jonah, Jek, and Tyler had all somehow gotten wind of what was happening and came to help. But they were not alone. What was this? More and more figures were descending the ropes, armed with a variety of weapons.  
 
    They were skinny, underfed people, armed with sticks and clubs, pitchforks and cleavers, and here and there some rusty mail or an old sword. What in the world?  
 
    Marcus didn’t have time to wonder. He was about to charge through to meet them when magic tore through him again.  
 
      
 
    Dungeon Master: Evolution Boost 
 
      
 
    He cast the spell without hesitation. He had no way of knowing what would happen, but his instinct told him it would be good. A blast of blue light flashed from him, expanding outward through the packed tunnel.  
 
    The Gutter Gang gave a great shout and surged forward from both sides. Down the tunnel, Marcus felt the bladehand grow in size and the skeleton duelists increase in speed and agility.  
 
    The Gang seemed reinvigorated as soon as he cast the spell. They suddenly dropped their defensive stance, charging forward. They broke formation suddenly, each fighter tearing into the enemy with incredible speed. Marcus saw Kairn—the dwarf seemed to have doubled in size. He roared like a bear as he chewed through the remaining enemies.  
 
    Jay traded blows with a dwarf, his broadsword clashing with the dwarf’s axe. Hammer was by his side, diving to hamstring the dwarf as Jay battered down his guard. The new arrivals, led by Anja, flooded through the hall, driving the city guard against the beleaguered dwarves and cutting them down one by one.  
 
    Marcus’s mace began to glow. The green, egg-shaped gem in the center of it bloomed with an internal light, as if a fire trapped within the stone. He thrust the light into the air, and it shone out with a sudden radiance. He looked up. High up in a dark corner of the ceiling, he saw a small green figure. It was Ella, and she was smiling at him.  
 
    And then it was over. 
 
    The last of the dwarves fell under Kairn’s axe. The remnants of the ratmen fled screaming down the tunnel, scrambling from the skeleton duelists as quickly as they could. The Slayers were all gone, killed or fled. The battle spiders were huge wrecks of broken iron and mail and pale flesh.  
 
    Marcus felt the dungeons flickering and beginning to close.  
 
      
 
    Dungeon Master: Level 3 
 
    Dungeon Chambers: 4 
 
    Dungeons Fights: 8 
 
    Progress to next chamber: 200% 
 
    Two New Chambers available! 
 
      
 
    Instinct made him hold up his shining mace and cast the spell to close the dungeons. 
 
    Normally, he would cast this spell as he stood in front of a dungeon’s entrance. A bright light would shine onto his hand and turn into a dungeon sphere. Now, the light shone up the tunnel from where the doorways had been placed. The bladehand, the duelists, and the harpies all shimmered and disintegrated into beams of bright light that shot at the mace’s crystal. Instead of turning into individual spheres, Marcus felt the dungeons all vanish into the mace crystal. The dungeon table, which had been swamped under a pile of dead ratmen, was de-summoned as well, and came into the mace’s crystal.  
 
    The crystal flashed and shimmered for a moment, then darkened. The dungeons were within it now, Marcus knew, and all he would have to do to place one was point the mace and cast the spell.  
 
    “A mobile dungeon library,” Ella said into his ear. 
 
    He turned and smiled at her. Tiredness suddenly washed over him, but he resisted it and walked into the hallway, looking for his adventurers.  
 
    They stood together in the middle of the hall, surrounded by ragged but proud-looking people. Marcus looked around and realized suddenly who they were. They were the slum-dwellers! Somehow, Anja and the adventurers had raised an army of slum-dwellers to come to their aid! 
 
    Marcus clasped hands with Jonah, Jek, and Tyler, but when he went to clasp hands with Ben, the big guy pulled him into a bearhug.  
 
    Anja just smiled at them both.  
 
    Kairn and Jay came up beside Marcus, and the Gutter Gang, pushing up their blood-stained helmets and leaning on each other, crowded up behind.  
 
    “What’s happened here?” Marcus asked after he’d thanked them all. “How is it that you came to be here?”  
 
    Anja smiled. “Shall we perhaps go up into the open to explain? I could use a breath of air after all that fighting.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben and the duelists stayed below to help organize the slum-dweller army into work gangs. Kairn also remained to keep an eye on the Gutter Gang and oversee the cleanup effort. Marcus, Jay, and Anja climbed up the ropes that the dwarves had dropped, through the gaping hole in the ceiling and out into the pale afternoon sunlight.  
 
    They were in the Wasteland, in the center of a large ruin. Digging tools and blasting machinery was scattered about. It was clear that the dwarves had set up a work site here to excavate into the Underway.  
 
    Ella flew up through the hole, and she brought Hammer with her, carrying him in her arms. For such a small creature, she was remarkably strong. The dog seemed unimpressed at being carried up by the faerie, but he submitted to it. As soon as they were up, he jumped out of her arms, ran about in circles a couple of times, then shook himself thoroughly before walking off to sniff around the new ruin.  
 
    Marcus settled himself on a stone and leaned back. He was tired now that the magic had left him. He yawned, then gave himself a shake and looked at Anja. She took a skin of water from her belt and handed it to him.  
 
    As he drank, his final magic status updates flashed up in front of him. At the end of the fight, he had used magic fast and furiously, and he was pleased to see that he had received upgrades to a bunch of his spells, including a very welcome upgrade to the elemental water ability which had come from healing so many people. He grinned as he realized he had reached level 2 in his water spell and his two main buff spells, and had gained a small boost toward the next level in all of them.  
 
      
 
    Elemental ability: Water 
 
    Current Mastery Level: Apprentice 
 
    Level progress: 5% 
 
    Progress to Journeyman level: 5% 
 
      
 
    Spell: Hero’s Might Level 2 
 
    Level increase: 4% 
 
    Progress to next level: 4% 
 
      
 
    Spell: Fleetfoot Level 2 
 
    Level Increase:  6% 
 
    Progress to next level: 6% 
 
      
 
    “So,” he said to Anja after he’d finished looking at his status updates. “Are you going to tell me how you managed it?”  
 
    She grinned. “It was Xeron’s fault. He let the gossip mill hear his name. The word on the docks was that he was planning something big, and his money was everywhere, buying weapons and hiring mercenaries, and paying bribes to the city guard for information. Ben and I were up in a Merchants’ Town tavern when we ran into your friends the duelists. It was a bit awkward at first, but we got talking and pretty soon we realized that Xeron was up to something and it was focused on the Underway. We decided to team up and try to find out more.”  
 
    “I’m glad that you’ve made friends,” Marcus said, “but how did you get the slum-dwellers to come and help you?”  
 
    “I’m getting to that!” Anja said. “The first thing that happened was Xeron buying wargs from an ork trading galley. That looked bad, and we became sure that something big was coming. We worked hard to find out more, and then we learned that a few days back, a ship full of mercenary dwarven miners arrived at the King’s Dock, full of stories about how they had come to capture a rebel grove faerie and bring her back to Doran. Then we put the pieces together. A dungeon typically has a faerie, and you have a dungeon, so…”  
 
    Ella shuddered. Marcus looked at her, but she shook her head. “I’m fine,” she said. “Go on with the story.”  
 
    “Well, after that, we just had to keep an eye on the dwarves. It was easy enough, actually, because they were very loud and made a great stir everywhere they went. They camped up in the ruins on the edge of the Wasteland, and started bringing their mining machinery in. The thing is, to bring that machinery in, they had to come through the slums. One piece of kit—that big cart you see over there—was too wide for a street, and so they sent a demolition team in to destroy the houses on either side to widen the road. You can imagine the reaction.”  
 
    Marcus certainly could. The slum-dwellers may have been poor, underfed, and ground down, but they were fiercely proud and independent. To have a gang of dwarves come through demolishing homes would be intolerable to them. Of course, Diremage Xeron would not have known that, having never spent any time in the slums. Likewise, the dwarves would not have known that, since they had just arrived from Doran.  
 
    Marcus nodded. “I imagine that afterward, it wouldn’t take much to rouse them.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Anja said. “All we had to do was tell them we were going to get the dwarves. They just needed a bit of leadership. Once the five of us went to the slums, they were roused, and they came out in their hundreds.”  
 
    “Just as well,” Marcus said. “I think we would probably have prevailed if you hadn’t arrived when you did, but I’m glad we didn’t have to find out. Those dwarves were well-armed, well-trained, and fresh, while we’d been fighting for a long time already.”  
 
    Anja smiled. “I should warn you—those slum-dwellers are expecting a reward in gold for helping you.” 
 
    Marcus laughed. He would have expected nothing less. After all, trade was in the blood of even the humblest inhabitant of Kraken City. Well, he was the dungeon master. He could arrange a reward for his allies, and more besides. From now on, he would. Use his powers to raise up the slum-dwellers, improving their living conditions and retaining their loyalty.  
 
    Marcus stood up on a fallen stone block and gazed around. He looked out over the Wasteland, away off to where the great bulk of Kraken City squatted like a living, breathing animal on the sloping mountain of the island. Beyond, he could catch a glimpse of the sea, blue water gleaming through the haze. Ships dotted the surface of the water in a constant stream in and out of the harbors. 
 
    Nearer at hand, the edge of the slum district was a dark and dense contrast against the livid green of the Wasteland swamps. Trails of the ever-present mist hung over the barren land. A group of wights gathered in a clump of trees to his right, watching them warily from a distance.  
 
    Down below, from the Underway chambers, he could hear shouting and laughter as the slum-dwellers and the Gutter Gang worked side-by-side to clear away the bodies of the enemy army. He smiled.  
 
    “We’ll build a stronghold aboveground,” he announced suddenly, and the others looked at him in surprise. “Too long have we skulked underground, accepting our lot in life. I’ll ally with the slum-dwellers and pay them well to help me build. We’ll make a comfortable place to live, and it’ll be a permanent place for the dungeons, too. Adventurers will come from all around to run the dungeons and make their fortunes.”  
 
    He looked around, then gestured at the ruin where they stood. “We’ll begin here.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Diremage Xeron watched the play of the firelight along the blade of the knife. He turned it in his hand, a small knife of the kind used to break the seals on letters. The bone handle was a dull yellow, the blade, three inches long, was sharp enough to shave with.  
 
    His chair creaked as he sat back in it, looking at the knife edge and thinking, thinking. The comfortable study was warm and close from the coal fire that glowed red in the hearth. The air smelled of the coal fire, of strong spirits, and of incense. 
 
    The Diremage was dressed in a comfortable, well-fitting jerkin of red wool and black linen britches. His feet, below his massive desk of dark mahogany, were bare. He was a big man of middle years, solidly built, with a thick neck, a strong jaw, and hands like shovels. Below his high, intellectual brow and sharply pointed widow’s peak, a pair of cold, calculating gray eyes stared steadily out.  
 
    Beyond his study window, he could see the trees of his garden, wet in the gray evening. It was wet outside, and cold. The rainy season had come to Kraken City, and the water ran in torrents down the sloping city streets. It spouted from the mouths of the gargoyles on the corners of the more elaborate guild houses and gushed in the deep gutters that ran along the edges of the city streets.  
 
    In some parts of the Merchants’ Town, the water had turned the cobbles treacherously slippery, and merchants everywhere were on a constant lookout for damp getting into their stock. In the slums below Merchants’ Town, the streets were turned to muddy rivers and the market squares into stagnant pools. At the mighty wharves where the city met the sea, the normal docklands bustle was muted, drowned out by the constant hiss of the relentless rain on the gray stones and the grayer water. Mighty ships sat silent, their bedraggled sails reefed, their decks running with rain. There was not a breath of wind, and no ship could move in or out of the harbor. 
 
    Perhaps the cursed rain will drown the wretches in their Underway, he thought bitterly, but he knew it would not.  
 
    Nearly a month had passed since the first reports from the battle of the Underway had started to filter up to Diremage Xeron. By the time he had figured out for certain what had happened, the battle had been long finished. Not only had the army that he had sponsored lost the battle, but the Underway dwellers had somehow managed to raise a rebellion in the slum district. 
 
    For most of this time, his main source of information had been the notoriously unreliable city guard. Every man who came to him with a report gave an inflated, dramatic account of the city guard’s involvement. However, their accounts didn’t seem to agree. Eventually, from the many contradictory details he heard, Xeron had concluded that the city guard had actually played a small part in the fight, and even that had been ineffective.  
 
    Cowards. A waste of money and resources, trying to get them onside. Well, he had money and resources to spare. That was no real loss to him, but he hated waste, and so it irked him on principle.  
 
    As for the ratmen and the so-called ‘Sewer Slayers,’ he had been able to get no news from them at all. The ratmen, it seemed, had retreated to their stronghold deep in the Underway, horrified by the losses they had taken. The Sewer Slayers—nothing more than a gang of jumped-up smugglers and petty thugs, in Xeron’s opinion—had also lost men. When his contacts in that group had gone silent, Xeron had begun to suspect that they had sued for peace with the Gutter Gang, and had probably gained it.  
 
    His dwarven mercenary team had been obliterated, apparently, because not one of them had been seen since they had blasted the opening into the Underway.  
 
    Xeron put the knife down on the table and stood up suddenly. He began to pace the little room, his chin sunk on his chest and his hands behind his back. Outside, the steady patter of the rain on the trees was a constant background hiss. The coal fire popped and muttered in the iron grate.  
 
    There was some new power in the Underway. A man, some young man with a scarred face and red eyes. He had a power, a power to create worlds. Xeron had ears everywhere in the city, and his spies brought conflicting rumors from the inns and taverns around the docks. There was said to be a group of duelists who gained great wealth from fighting outlandish monsters at the behest of the young, scarred man.  
 
    There was a young man with a scar buying up armor in the Merchants’ Town, and he had been seen in the slums, and on the docks, and going in and out of Salla’s inn, the Ragged Sail. Xeron had set trackers to hunt for the man. One group had almost caught him as he’d come out of the Ragged sail, but he’d given them the slip.  
 
    Since the battle, there had been no sign of the adventurers. Now the rumor was that a building had been built in the Wastelands, a stronghold of black stone, surrounded by a ditch and a high wall, and there was an army of slum dwellers living there and protecting whoever was living in the stronghold.  
 
    Xeron shook himself and stopped pacing. He walked to the desk, then sat down in his chair again.  
 
    The whole thing had started with the robbery from his basement. Almost immediately, after that night, everything had started to go wrong for him.  
 
    The worst of it was, he had no idea what had been in that crate! The delivery had come to him with strict instructions that he would not open it on any pretext whatsoever. He’d known about the faerie dust, in the other crates, of course—but that had been a blind, a valuable cargo noised about the port towns to explain the high security. The dust itself was not even the real thing, just powdered salts dyed in vivid colors and wrapped to resemble genuine faerie dust.  
 
    But the main crate, the one that all the fuss had been about, had come to Xeron in his role as middleman for the Diremage’s guild. He was in regular contact with his guild, who had their base on the fortress island of Khand, several days sail north of Kraken City. He had received his orders. He was to take delivery of the fake faerie dust, but in the same shipment, there was to be another crate, one that was not to be opened under any circumstances. An envoy from the Diremage’s guild would come to collect it and fly it back to Khand in an airship.  
 
    Well, the rainy weather would delay that from happening, but the day could not long be put off. Xeron was desperate to regain whatever had been in that crate, and he was certain that whatever it was, it had gone into the Underway. What could it be? He couldn’t work out the rumors. It sounded sometimes like the old legends of dungeons, but that was absurd. Who had ever heard of a dungeon in this day and age?  
 
    More likely it was some kind of magic ring that gave the user the ability to impose his will on the monsters in the Underway. Perhaps it gave the ability to conjure gold—there certainly seemed to be a lot of new-minted golden towers flying about the lower classes of people in the city, to the increasing disquiet of the envoys of the high nobles.  
 
    Xeron threw up his hands. He hated the rain. It stopped a man from getting about and doing anything. In the usual bustle of the city, he could have got out and begun making inquiries himself, using a glamor to make himself seem less noticeable to the general public. He should have done that sooner, he realized now.  
 
    But with the rain outside, there was no point. There was nobody in the streets, and even the taverns would be quiet. He could perhaps try to walk down to the Wastelands and see for himself what was happening, but the rain made his glamor magic less effective, and he figured that the folks down there would be wary of outsiders at present.  
 
    Anyway, he had some more intelligence brewing, and he wanted to be at home if it ripened. He had been waiting for three nights now for some news from his spymaster, but until now, nothing… 
 
    There was a sharp knock on the door.  
 
    “Come,” Xeron barked, and the door opened to reveal Charon, his wizened old manservant. 
 
    “My lord Diremage, sir, the man Coombs is here to see you,” the old man croaked. Charon the manservant, prim and ever-correct, disapproved of Coombs the spymaster, but Xeron cared little for the opinions of his servants.  
 
    “Show him straight in,” Xeron ordered.  
 
    “My lord, he is not alone. He has brought another… a very disreputable fellow, sir.”  
 
    At last, Xeron thought. Coombs has found someone for me. Perhaps this will be the point where my luck changes. 
 
    “Send them both in, Charon, but add some coal to the fire before you do.”  
 
    Xeron poured Ashmolean brandy into two crystal glasses, then refilled his own glass as well. Charon replenished the fire and dug at it with a poker to encourage the flames, then retreated, bowing to his master before he exited the room. A minute later, there was another knock, and Xeron opened the door to admit his guests. 
 
    Coombs the spymaster was the most unremarkable man imaginable. He was a gray fellow, gray eyes, gray hair, gray skin, and gray robe. His clothing was as unremarkable as his face, neither poor nor rich, neither flamboyant nor overtly humble. Xeron enjoyed the fact that even he struggled to recall Coombs’s face to mind when he was not in the room. He was that hard to notice.  
 
    The spymaster entered quietly, nodding gravely to Xeron and gesturing to his companion. The companion was a different sort of fellow entirely. He was noticeable by the dirt on his face, if nothing else, but his clothing was odd. He looked as if he’d recently bought new clothing, but had no idea how to dress well or care for good clothes. He also looked as if he’d immediately gone out on a drinking binge immediately after putting on his new clothes. The colors were garish but spattered with mud. His gut strained the fine but stained fabric of his yellow shirt, and his purple silken britches were torn out at the knee.  
 
    Xeron looked him up and down, then walked to the sideboard where he picked up the two glasses of brandy. The newcomer’s eyes followed the glasses hungrily as Xeron brought them forward. He handed one to Coombs, who took it delicately. The other he handed to the dirty man, who stammered thanks and tried not to swallow it at one gulp.  
 
    “Well, my friend,” said Xeron to Coombs, “are you going to introduce me to our guest?”  
 
    “I’m, uh, Arn Longhand,” said the man, before Coombs could speak. “I… uh… I know about the dungeons, about the Underway, about… about the faerie. I know everything, sir. Everything… uh… everything about Marcus the Dungeon Master.” 
 
    Marcus the Dungeon Master. The dungeons. The faerie. The faerie!? It was all Xeron could do not to rush over and shake the man by the shoulders and demand he tell everything he knew, now, instantly! Instead, with a supreme self-control, he picked up his own drink and gestured Arn Longhand to an armchair by the coal fire. Then he brought the brandy bottle and placed it on a side table within the man’s reach.  
 
    “Take a seat, my friend,” he said smoothly. “Refill your glass. I am so pleased you have come.” 
 
    He took a seat opposite Longhand and leaned forward attentively.  
 
    Arn Longhand smiled. He had been nervous, but suddenly his nerves melted away. He took a deep breath. 
 
    “Much obliged to you, sir, I’m sure,” he said. “I’ll gladly tell you everything I know. But I want something in return, sir, if you understand me.”  
 
    “I do indeed,” said Xeron, with a smile. “Tell me what it is you desire, and if it’s within my power, I promise it shall be yours.”  
 
    A grin spread across Arn Longhand’s face. “It’s simple, sir. I want revenge. Revenge on him that humiliated me and cast me out. Can you do that for me, sir? Can you grant me revenge?”  
 
    Still smiling, Diremage Xeron sat back in his chair.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I can grant you revenge.”  
 
    Arn Longhand looked at him for a long moment. Then he nodded, refilled his glass, and began to tell the whole story from the beginning.  
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    Kensei 1: Rebirth of the Sword Saint 
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    There was a certain comfort in expecting things to happen. He, the greatest mage of his generation, was rather proud of his ability to predict people and their future deeds, their future goals, and whatever else they’d do that might affect him. He had done so with his enemies, predicted their every move so that his own attacks came in at just the perfect moment, bypassing any hope of defense they may have had. He despised the thought of being reflexive; it was always better to plan ahead and move before your enemies did. 
 
    He had seen his own rise to power. He had seen the exact moment that he would sit upon the highest throne, reserved only for the most powerful of mages—the Infinite One, upon whose hands the magical forces danced freely. He had seen the glory of his rule, of the mighty works and marvels built in his name. He saw cities rise and fall under his dominion—entire civilizations ground to dust at his heels as the people bowed their heads in reverence and praise. 
 
    He was the conqueror—the mightiest mage and the greatest warlord. 
 
    He saw all of that. 
 
    He knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that all of that would happen. 
 
    And they did; he climbed the highest of steps and sat upon the highest of thrones, and reached where no mortal man has ever dared reach. He’d thought he’d seen every single possibility—every single strand of fate. 
 
    He did not expect this. 
 
    “Why do you stand against me, my beloved generals?” His heart cracked apart with each word. They, each one of his closest friends and allies, stood there with their weapons drawn and raised towards him, their eyes burning with murder and hatred. 
 
    There was no sense to any of this; they were the closest of friends. They fought and bled together in the fields of battle, journeyed together in depths of the foulest places, and stood side by side upon his coronation as Mage-Emperor. 
 
    “My friends, has someone corrupted your mind against me?” It was certainly possible; his generals, powerful they may be in their own right, were far from the most powerful mages, where he and he alone stood at the very top. Someone whose power neared his own could have very easily warped their minds. Yes, that was exactly what happened; there’s no possible way these men and women would possibly rise up against him. 
 
    And yet he had reached the pinnacle of power; there was no one else, whose level neared his own.  
 
    His eyes darkened. The Mage-Emperor raised a gauntleted arm, magical energies dancing at the tips of his fingers. “My friends, I will free you from whatever has clouded your minds.” 
 
    They all stepped forward, the Hollowed Knight, his first friend, leading them. “We are in control of ourselves, oh great and powerful Mage-Emperor.” 
 
    “Then why… why do you do this? Why do you raise your weapons against me?” None of this was making any sense; they were loyal to him, weren’t they? They’d sworn their absolute loyalty to him in blood and friendship. Were those bonds so easily shaken and destroyed? Were they... were they never truly allies to begin with? 
 
    “Our dream, if you’ve forgotten, was to save this world from tyranny and strife and war,” the Hollowed Knight declared. His armor was forged of Hellbound Steel, pulled from the darkest depths of Hell itself and quenched in the blood of demons. It glinted with a dark and powerful light. “And yet here you are, the world’s greatest tyrant, the destroyer of nations and cities. Have you any idea the lives you’ve ruined, Mage-Emperor? Have you any idea the pain that you’ve caused this world? I have looked back and saw that everything would’ve been far better without you. You, who have brought such suffering and torment in the name of your quest to become the greatest of all, do not deserve to sit upon that throne!” 
 
    The Hollowed Knight, the Burning Queen, the Crimson Paladin, the Wind Tamer, and the Dragon Prince; all of them stood against him, the greatest of his allies—now, the greatest of his enemies. 
 
    “I have united this world and brought peace and prosperity to all peoples!” He shouted back, pushing himself up off his throne. Rage bubbled within him, and fire and lightning danced around him, like withered bands of cloth stuck in a harsh and unforgiving gale. The floor cracked at his feet. The earth itself shook at the display of his unfathomable power. “There was carnage and bloodshed, but they were necessary! Look around you! The greatest empire this world has ever seen, built on progress and science—not superstition and cruelty. Children no longer fear sickness, famine, and poverty. I have built a utopia!” 
 
    Burning tears fell from his eyes. “That its foundations are soaked in blood and gore, I do not deny; I do not deny the cruelty that I have unleashed for the sake of peace. I do not deny the crimes of my soldiers and the needless deaths they have caused. I deny none of it, and yet you, my friends, call me a tyrant?” 
 
    “If that is what it takes to bring this world to heel, then so be it; I shall be a tyrant!” Hellfire and lightning burst out of the Mage-Emperor’s form, arcing and burning outwards in all directions. “I shall be the greatest tyrant this world will ever know! None shall overtake me! I will be a god!” 
 
    The Hollowed Knight released a heavy sigh, one of profound sadness and a deep longing for simpler times—when they had lived in peace and quiet in their lonely little village in that mountaintop. The Knight’s sword glinted in the faint light as he charged forth. The others followed after him, warriors of renown and legend, warriors whose names would be etched upon history forever. 
 
    Their clash shook the earth and shattered entire mountain ranges. Whole islands were sunk, whilst others were raised from the depths. Verdant plains and grassy fields became realms of fire, ash, and embers. Cities and towns disappeared almost instantly, and the map of the world was remade. Their battle lasted seven days and seven nights, never stopping, until—at last—only the Hollowed Knight remained; all the others had fallen, cut down or reduced to ashes by the Mage-Emperor’s godlike powers. 
 
    And yet that very same emperor now lay wounded, limping, his seemingly divine powers finally spent. His blood pooled around him, seeping into the desolate soil that had once been an emerald grassland, teeming with life and color, dotted with tiny villages and little rivers that ran through its center. The Mage-Emperor fell to his knees, eyes wide, his body covered in wounds that refused to heal. 
 
    The Hollowed Knight took a single, shaky step forward. He too sported wounds and injuries that would soon take his life; unlike the Mage-Emperor, however, the Knight had enough strength to do what he needed to do for the last time. And so he took another step forward, gradually making his way towards an old friend, who’d lost his way. 
 
    The Mage-Emperor huffed and allowed himself to fall backwards, having lost all strength in his limbs. The Hollowed Knight loomed over him. “Do you remember when we were children? We used to play by the stream that ran under the mountain. We caught fish and let them go right after….” 
 
    The Mage-Emperor huffed and forced out a smile, blood pouring out of his lips and onto the soil. “I remember you could never catch anything, no matter how hard you tried; didn’t your grandmother used to chase us all around the village whenever we used loose clothes as towels?” 
 
    The Hollowed Knight chuckled and groaned as he fell to his knees right beside the Mage-Emperor. “Those were simpler times, weren’t they?” 
 
    “They truly were… do you regret it? Do you regret our dream?” 
 
    “I… I regret only the means we used to achieve it.” 
 
    “I understand—the fate of the Hollowed Knight should’ve been mine, not yours. You would’ve been a better leader of men….” 
 
    “I suppose none of that matters now, eh?” 
 
    “If you could, would you do things differently?” The Mage-Emperor asked, his eyes looking upwards to the clearing skies. “If you could go back… if you were given a second chance; would you change your fate?” 
 
    “I’d probably just stay home if I could….” 
 
    The Mage-Emperor smiled. “I do regret the slaughter… I regret all the lives I’ve taken and all the lives that were lost in my name. If I had a second chance, I would….” 
 
    His voice trailed off, the light leaving his eyes. 
 
    For what seemed like an eternity, there was only darkness—an endless darkness. In that time, he dreamed of a second chance, of a life that he could live, of choices he’d make differently. But, second chances were for good people; with all the things he’d done, there was no doubt that this endless void was to be his afterlife. Time had lost its meaning and he occupied himself with dreams and hopeless longing. 
 
    And then—a light sprang forth. 
 
    There were voices. 
 
    He didn’t recognize any of them. 
 
    With every last ounce of his will, the Mage-Emperor reached for the light…. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    “Do not rely solely on the strength of your arms, Jin,” his father instructed. The middle-aged man raised his wooden tachi and laid its edge over the surface of Jin’s left thigh, then over his stomach, then his back, and, finally, over his chest. “Use the strength of all your muscles—your whole body. All must move as one when you strike; do you understand, Jin?” 
 
    The training sword’s glossy surface felt cold against his bare skin. He grimaced at the fact that the wooden tachi was thicker than his arms and that his own wakizashi could barely qualify as anything more than a long knife. Then again, he was only three years old; he couldn’t hold up a weapon that was true to scale no matter how hard he tried. Thus, the tiny, curved thing that he now held with both hands, raised over his head. “Yes, father; I understand.” 
 
    “Show me your strike.” For now, Jin had three choices before him: a simple downward slice that would swerve to his right, a downward slice that transitioned into a thrust towards his imaginary opponent’s face, or a full-body vertical slash that would use up every muscle he had to slice open an enemy from his head to groin. There were, of course, hundreds of other possible choices in his clan’s Murasaki Style Kenjutsu, but all of them required him to either switch his stance or move more than once. His father, Hamada, wanted him to kill with but a single stroke. 
 
    Jin breathed out a cold wisp of air. Around him, blades of tall grasses danced in the wind and shimmered with the midnight dew, still clinging onto their slick surfaces. They stood at the center of a clearing, where silence was their only witness amidst the tall, looming trees, whose red and brown leaves fluttered with the throes of the howling gales that came down from the mountains in the distance. 
 
    Breathing in, Jin closed his eyes. His father, Hamada, stood in silence, watching and waiting patiently. His grip over his training sword’s hilt loosened by just a tiny bit—that had been a pointless use of his strength, after all. His shoulders relaxed and so did every other muscle in his body. Elasticity of mind and body were the core tenets of the Murasaki Style Kenjutsu. Mastery over the power gained from extreme relaxation to extreme tension within the blink of an eye was what had carved their clan’s name into legend. 
 
    Jin brought his blade down. His muscles felt almost liquefied, like slick tar; it was far from what he needed it to be. Hamada often spoke of how one’s muscles must be akin to water when performing their clan’s fabled Kenjutsu. He was far from this point, but no other three year old child could do what he could do. Jin’s eyes snapped open and every muscle in his body tensed and hardened as he swung his sword down, before swerving it to the right. A forceful gust blew outwards from his form and flattened the grasses around him. 
 
    That… was almost perfect. 
 
    His face crumpled into a grimace; where had he gone wrong? Were his shoulders too relaxed? Were his thigh muscles too lax? Were his muscles, overall, simply underdeveloped? He was only three years old, after all. And yet Jin couldn’t force away the feeling of disappointment that welled in his chest. Almost perfect wasn’t nearly good enough; it needed to be perfect—it needed to be more than perfect. 
 
    His musings crumbled at the sound of his father’s clapping—there was no one else here, anyway. The man stepped forward and knelt beside him, laying his calloused hands over Jin’s left shoulder. “That was amazing, my son; I have never seen anyone grasp the basics of the Murasaki Style as quickly as you have. What you did today would’ve taken lesser men years to even come close to—and yet here you are, my son, three years of age and already at one with the sword.” 
 
    No, Jin could be better—he will be better. But… compliments and praise were both well and good, he supposed. “Thank you, father; I will endeavor to master our clan’s blade.” 
 
    Hamada, as he’d observed, was a man who hated wasting his words on nonsense; in fact, he hardly said anything at all. Whatever came out of his mouth was both honest and important; both of those mostly came in the form of commands, which the servants followed to the letter. The Murasaki Clan, after all, was known to all of Moyatani as a clan of great scholars, philosophers, and honorable warriors, who valued honesty above all. Hamada had given him praise, which meant the man had truly meant his words. 
 
    Jin wasn’t quite sure how he was supposed to feel about that. He only wore a Keikogi and Hakama that hardly fit him. 
 
    Hamada straightened up and walked forwards seven steps from Jin. He was tall, far taller than most people—and Jin wasn’t just saying that because he was three. Hamada wore a kuromontsuki, where the family crest hung proudly over his heart—a demonic face with fire and lightning in its eyes. His long, black hair was tied to a ponytail, and his face was shaved clean. A single scar ran down his forehead and through his right eyebrow. Though much of his body was covered in cloth, Jin saw the layers upon layers of iron-clad muscles, rippling beneath all of it; his father, after all, was a great warrior, even among great warriors, besting numerous champions and masters in duels to the death—and he did all that without the aid of magic, only his skill and the strength of his body. 
 
    The older man then raised his wooden blade in front of him in the Turtle Guard Stance, with the hilt hovering just above his left foot and the blade itself pointed towards the heavens; it was the Murasaki Style’s defensive stance. Jin raised an eyebrow; was Hamada thinking about sparring—with a bloody three-year-old? 
 
    “Attack me with everything you know, my son; I will only defend—I will not fight back.” Hamada declared. “If you manage to hit me even once, I will elevate your training to include the styles of other clans.” 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened. Hamada had never been one for following tradition, especially if said tradition was a waste of resources and plainly illogical. One of the strongest traditions in all the clans of Moyatani was that learning the Kenjutsu of other clans was a taboo; it was an act akin to shunning one’s family heritage, since most clans were sure that their sword style was the best and that all the others were inferior. Hamada, it seemed, didn’t care about that tradition either; huh, he could actually respect the man for doing that. 
 
    After all, in his past life, he didn’t give a damn about tradition, either. 
 
    Jin grinned. “Very well, father… I’ll make sure to go easy on you.” 
 
    Hamada smiled and met his gaze. “Oh, I’m so scared.” 
 
    Jin’s eyes steeled. He considered his options. Obviously, the aggressive stances were out, since he couldn’t hope to overpower someone who had more muscles in one forearm than Jin had in his whole body, which immediately ruled out both the Black Moon Stance and the Crimson Petal Stance as both of those relied on using an excessive amount of force to crumble an enemy’s defenses. There was also the fact that his father’s training sword was much taller than him, though Hamada did say he wouldn’t be attacking—only guarding. Jin knew the basics of every stance, and only one of those seemed to be useful for this particular duel. 
 
    Jin lowered himself, almost to a crouching position with his torso leaning forward and his thighs bent down. He stood on his toes. He held his sword at his waist, its “sharp” end sticking outwards all the way behind him, like a tail—sort of. This was the Leaping Tail Stance; its purpose was simple: killing one’s enemy in one strike from long distances, using the entirety of one’s body to generate absurd amounts of momentum. He wasn’t very good at it, and the stance had so many nuances and movements that he could train for a whole year and not know half of them. Still, he knew enough. 
 
    But, could he truly break through Hamada’s defenses? 
 
    The Guard Breaker Stance was ill suited to someone of his… stature. 
 
    Oh well, there’s no point in overthinking this. The Turtle Guard Stance was meant to be the foil to every other stance, save for the Guard Breaker; it was meant to be unshakable, unassailable—at the cost, of course, of mobility and offensive capacity. But then, what was the point of attacking if your enemy was running straight into your blade? What truly made the Turtle Guard Stance deadly was its inherent synergy with his clan’s secret technique—Force Redirection. 
 
    Hopefully, Hamada wouldn’t go that far in a duel against him, a three-year-old… right? 
 
    Every muscle in his body relaxed as he breathed in and breathed out, each time forcing his limbs to seemingly liquefy—and yet it was still more akin to thickened tar more than it was to water. Jin pushed the thoughts away and cleared his head. The only things his mind ever conjured were his sword, his body, and his enemy. The wind blew harshly, howling as it came and forced the grasses and the trees to dance to its tune. Jin’s eyes snapped open, and he dashed forward, unseen forces billowing outwards from his form. His movement carried with it so much momentum that stopping him outright would be simply impossible. 
 
    By Jin’s calculations, Hamada would be forced to dodge to the left, lest he get caught up in Jin’s forward attack and thrown backwards. Once he did so, Jin could then enter into the Crescent Stance for its long, flowing strikes that might—hopefully, maybe, probably—nick Hamada’s toes. The man didn’t exactly specify where he needed to be hit, only that he be hit. It was a long shot but- 
 
    Instead of moving as he’d predicted, however, Hamada met his upwards diagonal slash head on. Jin’s eyes widened when his father’s blade felt almost soft, like gelatin, when their blades collided. Hamada merely tilted his training sword to the side and allowed Jin’s own wakizashi to slide off it. All the momentum he’d built up in an instant had all dissipated and disappeared upon contact. No… it didn’t disappear… he merely redirected it! 
 
    Jin stumbled forward, his eyes wide. 
 
    This guy actually used Force Redirection on me! He rolled forward and stood up immediately, turning to see Hamada still in the Turtle Guard Stance, smiling. With a scowl, Jin lowered his blade to the side, the tip pointed backwards—one of the Murasaki Style’s basic stances, the Grass Cutter Stance, meant to attack from beneath, targeting an opponent’s legs. It was… not the most effective strategy when fighting against the Turtle Guard, but Jin had few options, considering his overall lack of height and build. 
 
    Then again, if Hamada was going to use Force Redirection on a three year old, then there was no longer any point in trying to play fair was there? After all, Jin had a plethora of “dirty” moves he’d learned from various warriors in that… other life. At least one of them should be effective against a master swordsman, right? 
 
    Jin rushed forward, dragging the tip of his sword against the ground and- 
 
    A pile of dirt crashed against his face. Hamada laughed as Jin coughed and wiped away at his eyes. “You actually thought that was going to work against me, Jin? Come on, if you’re going to fight dirty—which I highly recommend against opponents who’re much better than you—try to be creative, at least. The whole point of dirty tactics is that they’re unexpected—your attempt was rather obvious.” 
 
    “Remember, the sword is a tool; it is an awesome and fearsome tool, but it is not the only tool you have at your disposal, Jin.” Hamada continued. “Use everything around you—anything and everything you can use to win. Honor is important, but so is staying alive.” 
 
    Jin gritted his teeth as he wiped away the last patch of dirt on his face—quite fortunate for him that it wasn’t just outright mud. He leapt back, his sword at the ready, raised over his head. Fine, let’s play dirty…. 
 
    Attacking from the front wasn’t going to work—obviously. He could try and attack from behind, but there was no way Hamada wouldn’t see him coming with them out in the open, like this. There were trees, surrounding them, but the tree line was ten yards away. Fortunately for him, however, Hamada was content to wait for his next move; well, the man did say that he wouldn’t attack—only defend. 
 
    Throwing a patch of cold earth at his face didn’t count as a defense, did it? Damn it, there’s no way to slip through his defenses. 
 
    Hamada was a giant; he was stronger, faster, and more experienced. Anything and everything Jin could think of Hamada would likely be capable of countering rather easily or just outright avoid. A frontal assault was impossible, flanking was foolish, and attacking from behind was simply too obvious. Hamada was a giant. How did I used to kill giants, back in the day? 
 
    For obvious reasons, using a siege engine in a sparring fight wasn’t an option and neither could he just poison Hamada nor stick him full of arrows till his whole body resembled a linchpin. Sighing, Jin bent down, grabbed a rock, and hurled it towards Hamada’s forehead. The man, as expected, merely tilted his head away with a single eyebrow raised. Jin grumbled. “I’m running out of ideas, okay?” 
 
    Jin couldn’t win—it was simply impossible. But then he wasn’t “just Jin” was he? 
 
    Let’s see if that trick’s going to work on someone who’s literally five times taller than me. Hamada was a master of predicting an enemy’s movements, before they’re even made. He could read facial expressions, muscles, and even the slightest tics in the body that his enemies weren’t even aware of. In battle, this allowed Hamada to avoid or defend against anything and everything thrown at him—almost everything. 
 
    To him, everything was a game of prediction—foresight as he called it, seeing ahead of one’s opponents and anticipating their every movement, their every action. 
 
    There was one way to beat someone, who could anticipate your intent of motion. The trick, after all, had been taught to him by a Rogue, who’d cut down his fair share of sword-masters. The man was a clever snake, who brought poisons, nets, snares, and bombs to a knife fight. He couldn’t remember even half of the man’s tricks, but he did remember one of them quite well. 
 
    Sighing, Jin grabbed the edges of his Keikogi and pulled, leaving his bare chest exposed. Though still a child, his muscles were far more developed than anyone his age; he’d started strength training the moment he could walk—every single day. It was why Hamada began training him in the ways of the sword. 
 
    Goosebumps formed across the surface of his skin as a cold wind blew over them. 
 
    Jin rushed forward. Only his legs were tensed. The rest of his muscles were as relaxed as they could be. He held his wakizashi on his right hip with the tip following behind him as he ran—the Leaf Cutter Stance. Hamada waited, standing tall, like a mountain. The most obvious attack from Jin’s stance was a simple upwards diagonal slash from right to left, which meant he’d need to look out for his left shin. 
 
    Hamada stepped backwards, putting his right foot forward. 
 
    Jin rushed inwards. His muscles tensed instantly, every fiber suddenly tensing for a single, decisive, and powerful attack. Hamada moved to parry, bringing his sword down to meet the edge of Jin’s wakizashi and deflect it to his left. 
 
    Jin grinned. Is that what you’re expecting me to do, father? 
 
    He relaxed at the moment just before their blades met and spun on his heels. Hamada’s own sword flew right past him as he turned away. Exposing one’s back in such a manner would’ve been tantamount to suicide if he hadn’t allowed his momentum to carry him further forward. Jin’s wakizashi weaved through Hamada’s exposed right side. By the time his spin was complete, a wooden practice sword hovered just inches from his face; Hamada had corrected his own breach of judgement with a swift movement. 
 
    But Jin’s sword had reached him. The tip of his wakizashi laid on Hamada’s right shin. 
 
    The older man smiled and stepped back, lowering his sword. Jin huffed and breathed out a heavy sigh as he fell onto the ground, his training weapon slipping from his grasp. That had been close—far too close. “You used my own prediction against me—that was quite clever of you, my son. If you had been stronger and faster, that might’ve been a legitimately dangerous maneuver against masters of the sword.” 
 
    “That’s why I took off my Keikogi… you were reading my muscles as well, right?” Jin muttered. Despite the fact that he would’ve been very dead if this had been a real fight, pride welled within him at the fact that his sword had reached Hamada’s—and he was only three years old. Given enough time, he was certain he could surpass his father; heck, he could probably do so in ten years. 
 
    Heh, I’ll surpass everyone in this world. 
 
    “As promised, you’ll have tutors from different sword schools and scholars to teach you anything and everything you may need to learn.” Hamada smiled, though his eyes seemed distant - contemplative. He held out his right hand, rugged and calloused, filled with scars. “Shall we return home, now?” 
 
     “I’d like to take a relaxing stroll through the woods, father.” Jin answered. There was much he needed to do tonight—practicing with his sword was just one of them. “It’s been a while since I had time to appreciate the beauty of nature.” 
 
    Children didn’t talk like that, but Hamada, it seemed, didn’t mind his peculiar vocabulary. 
 
    The man nodded sternly. “Do not wander too far off, my son. The deep woods are dangerous.” 
 
    “Yes, father.” With that, Jin turned and grabbed his sword and discarded shirt, the latter now sporting several brown and black blotches from contact with dirt. When he turned over his shoulder, Hamada was no longer there. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Jin sat in a trance, losing himself within the depths of his own mind. His surroundings mattered little, though he vaguely noted the fireflies and the softly waving grasses around his form, before discarding the images entirely. 
 
    Turn my senses inwards. Magic, assuming it worked the same way in this world as it did his previous one, was centered upon one’s mind—specifically, the body’s magical core was located somewhere in the depths of the brain. To cultivate one’s talent and enhance one’s understanding over the arcane forces, a mage must learn to find and cultivate this magical core, shaping it and watering it, much like a gardener tends to his or her plants and flowers. 
 
    He knew magic existed in this world the very instant he entered it; he could sense it in some people, often visitors to his father’s court, even in the wild beasts, who roamed the woodlands of the Murasaki Clan’s territory. Magic existed here; he was sure of it. The only problem now was learning to harness its power; as it stood, he’d have to start over from scratch. 
 
    Not that starting over was problematic. In his previous life, he only learned about magic when he turned fifteen and didn’t start any formal training until he turned twenty. Murasaki Jin, on the other hand, was only three years old and was already capable of sensing the magical forces around him. Given a few more days, he was sure he’d easily be blasting off balls of flame from his fingers. 
 
    Well, assuming magic worked at least similarly, then he might be capable of shooting fireballs within the next hour or so. 
 
    Turn my senses inwards… Jin’s thoughts drifted into himself, searching and feeling for that familiar spark of energies that had been his greatest weapon—greater than any sword, faster than any arrow, and harder than any armor. He searched and scoured the depths of his mind. It was there. It had to be there. Magic was linked to its user’s thoughts and emotions, which often led to accidents with young mages, but that’s what training was for. 
 
    He searched... 
 
    And found nothing. 
 
    There was no core of nascent magical energies in his brain; it was just a normal brain—more developed and more complicated than what was average, but a normal brain nonetheless. Strange, I’m sure I felt magic within me.... 
 
    The only conclusion was that magical cores in this world grew somewhere else, which might’ve led him to another conclusion that magic worked differently, though he’d need to prove that little hypothesis and only after he found his own core. Let’s see, assuming magic works similarly, there should be an inactive growth of magical pathways running underneath my muscles. It should still be connected to the core… wherever the core is. 
 
    Though, at that point, Jin wasn’t too sure about that plan, considering he didn’t find his core where he’d thought it’d be. If it wasn’t linked to the brain, then it was a likely possibility that the magic of this world didn’t rely on creativity or emotions, but on something else. His mind still drawn inwards, Jin searched and searched, looking for the signs of a familiar spark. 
 
    As he’d feared, there were no magical pathways anywhere, though there were lingering remnants of some arcane energy, which only fueled his belief that he did have magic—he just didn’t know where his core was located. Granted, he didn’t specifically need to know where his core was located in order to use magic, but it helped greatly, akin to a chef who didn’t know where his ingredients were coming from, but it’d greatly increase the quality of his dishes if he did. 
 
    No magical pathways- this could only mean that the magic of this world is more akin to a roaring fire than a flowing river. The means with which it was mastered and controlled would be drastically different. Rivers were controlled by building damns and furrows to diver its course. Fires were contained; they were not channeled. 
 
    If the magic of this world was more akin to fire, then mastering it would be far harder. But then, that just meant it was a lot more exciting; after all, he had far more time now than he did the last time. 
 
    And so he searched. 
 
    Above his shoulders, there was nothing remotely resembling a magical core. He stretched his senses to his heart and found it completely healthy, but lacking in anything of the arcane. Jin dug even deeper than his heart all the way down to his gut. 
 
    And there, he found an endless sea of energies, shimmering and churning into itself, contained in a tiny seed that would, given time, sprout into something great. There you are…. 
 
    Jin reached out and the core resonated, glowing brighter and sending out pulses of arcane energies that… felt somewhat different from what he was used to, but also kind of familiar. Control… 
 
    He couldn’t grasp at the energies and neither could he will it into shapes. Curious, Jin released his grip over the core—which didn’t do anything, anyway—and stopped, merely observing just exactly how it functioned. Clearly, control was out of the picture; unless he was missing something important, which—honestly—was a likely possibility, then his core simply didn’t respond to traditional means of gaining mastery over it. Though, Jin noted, it did respond to his first brushing touch. 
 
    His core had awakened then. 
 
    The only problem now was that it wasn’t responding to anything else. 
 
    The energy is rippling across my body, but it’s not going anywhere else—the energies are stopping at the edges of the hair follicles on my skin. That could mean it’s incapable of directly affecting the outside world, but is more attuned for altering my own body. Which also meant that most of everything he knew about magic and its uses was now useless; spells, in general, were used to affect the outside world. They could burn, freeze, shatter, or even discombobulate. Of course, there were spells that affected only the user and no one else, but these spells were passive in nature. They helped in combat, but not directly—not in the same way a conjuration of fire storms would. 
 
    Well, it’s rippling outwards—alright. But, what else is it doing? 
 
    There had to be an actual reason for the magical activity. There were no pathways for the energies to follow and circulate, like blood. Instead, it was just spreading outwards, which meant that it had to be doing something. Like before, Jin stretched his senses outwards; he focused on his arms. 
 
    Oh… The energies were repairing the micro-tears in his musculature, gained from his rather excessive training. They were healing rapidly, disappearing within seconds of contact with his magic, when they should’ve taken several days to fully heal and develop. Oh, this is ridiculous; it’s passively healing me, but it’s not making me stronger. But this also means that I could train, like a madman, every single day and not have to face the consequences of overtraining my muscles. 
 
    Magic in this world, it seemed, really didn’t function the same way it did in his world. 
 
    Does this mean the “mages” of this world are all physically powerful warriors? After all, if he figured out how it sort of worked, then others could easily do so, as well. Imagine a warrior, who has literally trained day and night, needing almost no rest, accumulating strength and power at a rate that would otherwise destroy the bodies of most mortal men. It was absurd; with his natural healing, the kind of strength Jin could gain in a month of training would be akin to a whole year of training. 
 
    How powerful would he become in two years? In five? In ten? 
 
    There was no limit. 
 
    Theoretically, at least, he could just train and train his body without ever needing to rest or stop and his strength and speed would increase without ever stopping, as well. 
 
    Huh, that’s a lot to consider. Surely, magic had other uses, besides just passive healing? After all, the magic of his old world was capable of unleashing spells that ravaged entire nations and drowned entire islands. Surely, it didn’t just help him punch harder than his peers or swing his sword faster. 
 
    There had to be more; he just had to find out. 
 
    Jin released his senses and found himself squatting atop a large boulder, overlooking a pond. Lilies fluttered and floated above the serene water’s surface and tiny frogs and insects croaked as the night air passed. The moon was out and directly above him, which meant he must’ve been stuck in that meditative trance for an hour, at most. Jin stood up and stretched his arms up over his shoulders and sighed. 
 
    Already, he felt renewed; the soreness in his muscles from that training session with Hamada had disappeared. It was as though he was never sore to begin with. He was stronger too, but only slightly. The presence of his magical core was clear now—located somewhere near his stomach. With but a thought, he reached for his reserves of arcane energy and felt magic flooding through his whole body, just as it had done when he first touched it. 
 
    Reaching inwards, Jin drew power into his left hand. His magic sort of responded, but not in the way he’d wanted it to. The energies coalesced over his left forearm and attempted to draw something towards it, sort of like a pulling motion—only, there wasn’t anything to pull, so the magic merely retracted. What was that? 
 
    It happened without his will, which meant that—whatever happened—was likely connected to the rules that governed this world’s version of magic. It seemed as though it was trying to pull something towards it—or, into his hand. Is it telekinesis? 
 
    Jin leapt down the boulder and landed on the soft grass, near the banks of the serene pond, where moonlit lights shimmered. On the ground was a pebble of unusually large size—perfect for his purposes. Alright, if it’s telekinesis then… 
 
    He held out his left hand and willed for the energy once more. Only, this time, he placed his hand much closer to the target; with telekinetic abilities, range played a huge factor into its effectiveness. Considering the fact that his newly awakened abilities were likely trashy at best, it was a good idea to stay as close to the target as possible. As before, the magical energies from his core immediately radiated outwards and coalesced around his left forearm. There… 
 
    The pulling sensation returned and…. 
 
    Nothing happened—the magical energies seemed to reach out towards the rock and then retracted immediately afterwards. Jin hummed. Okay, that rules out telekinesis. 
 
    Obviously, his magic was trying to pull something towards or into his hand; the only mystery now was what. What was his magic trying to pull? How did this magic even function? Ugh, if only Hamada had given me access to the family library, this would’ve all been answered with a simple book. 
 
    Well, that was, assuming, that magic was well-known and widely studied in this new world, instead of just being an object of superstition and myth and wonder. His old world had formal magical academies, where children were trained in the arts of the arcane and where most of the world’s problems were either created or solved. 
 
    For now, however, he’d have to proceed with the most antiquated, but also the most entertaining, method available to him: good ol’ trial and error. 
 
    Alright, maybe it’s akin to that life-binder spell that only works on living creatures? There were a few, very strange, spells in his previous life that specifically targeted living beings; everything else was excluded from the spells’ effects. One of those was the life-binder, which allowed one to sort of telekinetically grip any living thing, even trees. Rocks, however, were unaffected by the spell. 
 
    At this point, I might as well just try everything and anything I can possibly think of. 
 
    The bushes rustled. Jin blinked and turned towards the sudden sound. There was something glowing underneath all the green—something small, likely as small as his hand. It was… a slithering piece of what appeared to be magma. Jin knelt down and parted apart the blades of grass. There, slithering on the soil, was a Magical Beast—a fire salamander. He’d recognize one at first glance; his father had caught one a week ago when they went out to fish for salmon. It tasted horrible, but it had been the first Magical Beast he’d ever encountered in this new world. 
 
    This one did look kind of different from the one his father, Hamada, caught back then. There were tiny bumps on the top of its head, and even bigger bumps on its back. Was it injured? The way it moved towards his left foot certainly indicated that it was injured. 
 
    These things were dangerous. That tiny little thing his father brought home nearly killed one of the servants when it unleashed a gout of fire that swallowed her whole. Thankfully, the servant-girl leapt into the family’s koi pond and saved herself from any serious burns. This tiny creature, which was barely larger than his own hand, could burn him to death if it really wanted to. 
 
    And yet something drew him towards it. 
 
    “Hey there, little guy…” 
 
    Jin reached down and placed a single finger on the top of its head, like petting a hamster. The fire salamander cooed at his touch. Purring, almost vibrating, noises emanated from its chest, which pulsated with fiery colors that were brighter than its skin. Like a cat, it pushed its head against his finger, almost brushing its scalp. “Do you like that?” 
 
    “You’re a cute one,” Jin muttered softly. “Did your mother leave you all alone?” 
 
    The fire salamander was small. If he had to guess, then it was likely a very recent hatchling that got lost in the woods and was never found by its mother. Do fire salamanders lay eggs? 
 
    A curious thought suddenly came to mind. The pulling obviously didn’t work on the pebble, which meant that it wasn’t a typical form of telekinesis—if it was one. He could test his earlier hypothesis on the fire salamander; after all, it walked right up to him and he wouldn’t be hurting it if all the magic did was let him grab it. Closing his eyes, Jin reached for that familiar wellspring of power and allowed the arcane energies from his core to coalesce around his left forearm once more. 
 
    His eyes snapped open; there was a magical feedback. So, living things are the right target? 
 
    His energies reached out of his hand and wrapped themselves around the fire salamander, like the tendrils of a cephalopod, pulling in prey. The tiny, lava-like, creature didn’t react; instead, it cooed even more and was allowing itself to be pulled by… whatever was going on with his magic. 
 
    With a brief, golden flash, its burning skin turned white, alongside its whole body. In the next moment, the fire salamander had turned into golden particles that raced towards Jin’s left forearm as his magic retracted. His eyes widened. A sudden rush of heat raced through both his hands as though he had dipped them in boiling water. He took a single step back and prepared to scream; the tiny, three year old body was not accustomed to pain as of yet. 
 
    However, as quickly as the pain came, it disappeared and, when he looked upon his left forearm for any sign of damage, all Jin saw was a tattoo of a Fire Salamander, etched between his wrist and elbow, with its head pointed at his hand, its mouth wide open. But the sudden arrival of a very obviously magical tattoo paled in comparison to the fact that the fingers of his left hand were now aflame. 
 
    Magical energies lingered over his left arm, though a tiny bit of it seemed to trickle to his right. What the- is… is that how magic works in this world? 
 
    With an experimental swing, Jin let loose a cone of flames from the fingertips of his left hand. With his right, he was able to produce tiny sparks that briefly set the air alight—insects would probably be afraid of that one. Absently, his lips spread outwards into a grin. His hands shook and Jin couldn’t stop the dark laughter that escaped his throat. Finally! Finally! 
 
    It was… a very strange system, truly. Though he’d need to perform several more tests to determine the true nature of this world’s magic; for now, his hypothesis was that offensive magic functioned by acquiring and absorbing Magical Beasts, thereby gaining their innate abilities for oneself. It was… very strange, but also incredibly interesting; there were so many possibilities open to him, but also about a hundred questions. Chief among them, being: how many Magical Beasts could he absorb? Did he have control over what abilities he could receive? Would the magical effects advance on their own or did they need some sort of catalyst to grow stronger? 
 
    And lots of others…. 
 
    No matter… Jin raised his flaming left hand, grinning, and pointed towards a nearby tree. By rough estimation, the strongest gout of flame he could produce—at the moment, at least—was only about as powerful as the strongest gout of flame a fire salamander could produce, which—in the grand scheme of things—wasn’t all that powerful. But there were other Magical Beasts out there, which were far more powerful than his tiny little salamander. Though… he’d keep this one for experimentation purposes and… sentimental value; it was, after all, the first one he ever got. 
 
    Still grinning, Jin unleashed a ball of flame—roughly half his body size, which wasn’t much—and released it at the tree. The mass of fire crashed against the old oak, but did little more than singe the edges of some old leaves and dried sticks. Regardless of its weak results, Jin was elated; he now had access to offensive magic at three years old—even his previous self couldn’t say the same! 
 
    Now, what else could he do with this power? 
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