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    The Shadow Tower was quiet when Jack woke up.  He felt stronger than he had in days. He spent a few minutes running his attention over his body, his mind, and his magic. Everything felt good.  
 
    The headache and the stiffness in his limbs that had plagued him since the final battle at the village of Highrock was gone. After the battle his mana pool had been disrupted and depleted by having received a massive boost to its power. But now, the mana pool all felt stable and ready, too. 
 
    He took a deep breath of the cool, clean-smelling air. There was a hard-to-define sense of change in his mind—he did not know exactly what it was, but he felt different, stronger, more effective and capable.  
 
    “Times are changing,” he said to himself, “and I am here to change the times even further.”  
 
    Jack had gained incredible magical powers and, at the same time, a wise and powerful mentor. At first, he’d focused on learning how to use his powers. He’d learned to absorb things—elements, monsters, objects. Then he’d learned to recreate them from pure mana alone. As his learning progressed, he built up a library of monsters and elements that he could summon at will, bending reality around himself to create those monsters, but also creatures and beings that had not existed before, then reabsorbing them when they had fulfilled their purpose.  
 
    But slowly, as his learning progressed, Jack had come to realize that there was more than blind luck to his new situation. It was no coincidence that he had been granted such magnificent powers. Jack was no ordinary mage. He had gained his powers by absorbing a dungeon core—one of those ancient and powerful beings whose purpose was to create monster-powered adventure experiences for adventurers, and to feed off the energy the adventurers expended. This was unheard of in the world today—Jack had become a living, breathing dungeon core, in the body of a young man.  
 
    There were prophecies about such an individual.  
 
    Over time, it had become clear to Jack, his mentor, and his friends that Jack was the fulfilment of an ancient prophecy that spanned worlds, and even spanned the entire fabric of existence—that mysterious substance called the aether. Aether was the source of all magic, and it filled the spaces between the universes. There were beings of pure aether in there too. A powerful mage could traverse those spaces through a Grand portal. 
 
    Jack was an orphan—or so he had always believed.  
 
    He’d been raised by a kindly blacksmith in a mountain village, after being discovered alone in a cave recently vacated by bandits. Jack had always assumed that he was either the child of the bandits who had fled, or that he had been kidnapped by the bandits for some other reason—but now he was not so sure. There was a mysterious title that had followed him ever since he had absorbed that dungeon core, all that time ago.  
 
    Aetherborn.  
 
    When he spoke to the dungeons, they called him Aetherborn. When he spoke to the strange beings and voices that sometimes guided him through his magical senses, they called him that too. The ghost of an ancient and mysterious elf had recognized him immediately and used the word. And when he had spoken to Azhoth, the imprisoned aether god whom Jack had now sworn to set free, Azhoth had used the title as well.  
 
    Aetherborn. Jack had not given it much thought at first, being caught up in his studies, but over the last few days he’d had time to think. He’d dreamed about it, the name repeating over and over in his head like a heartbeat. What did it mean? What were his true origins? Who were his parents?  
 
    Or did he, as he was coming to suspect, not have any parents at all? Did he come into being in some other way, and for some other reason? Was he simply born out of the aether itself, as the name seemed to say?  
 
    He felt like a man of flesh and blood most of the time, but there were moments when the magic took hold of him and he let the mana flowing through and around him guide him. At those times he no longer felt like a simple human being. When he came back down to earth he might feel drained, or plagued by all the small aches and pains that are part of being human, but when he was in that space, working magic, he felt like something else entirely. 
 
    What was that something else?  
 
    “Hungry,” he said firmly to himself, tossing the covers back and rising. “Right now, what I really am is hungry. Let that be enough for the moment.”  
 
    Jack had to admit to himself that it was an uncomfortable topic to think about. It was filled with enticing potential, but who really wants to be forced to consider the basis of his very existence? Especially before breakfast! 
 
    His feet slapped the warm stones of the bedroom floor. His giant lizard, the magical creature called Spark, raised his big head to gaze sleepily at his master for a moment, then decided against waking up. He was sleeping at the foot of Jack’s bed, and he snuggled down into the blankets again and snored gently.  
 
    “Lazybones,” Jack said to Spark with a grin. The lizard did not deign to respond.  
 
    From the outside, the tower Jack and Spark lived in looked like an impressive piece of architecture, tall and broad and rambling, with outbuildings clustered around the central, four-storied column, and extensive, well-manicured grounds extending around it surrounded by a high wall.  
 
    The Shadow Tower was far from normal, however. To start with, the tower was alive, with a female soul contained in a crystal deep under the foundations. Then there was the fact that, in times of need, the tower could travel. It could be piloted like an airship through space and even through time, making short work of what would be long distances in the regular world. This was a draining experience for the tower as well as its occupants, however, so this ability was only used as a last resort. Jack had done it twice, and both times the results had been impressive, but it had left both him and the tower drained.  
 
    Jack had a powerful connection with the tower spirit. Ever since he had saved her from going berserk and harming him and his friends, she had become more available to him. Her name, he had learned, was Maia, and she had a distinctive personality—thoughtful, curious, and a bit mischievous.  
 
    Now, however, he could barely feel her at all in his mind. She was quiet, distracted, and deep in communication with Sheobeth, her new best friend.  
 
    “Sheobeth is still in the tower’s core chamber, then?” Jack asked as he emerged, fully dressed, into the sunny dining room on the ground floor.  
 
    Lachlan Woe, his mentor and friend, glanced up from his breakfast and the scroll he was reading. His yellow cat’s eyes gleamed with pleasure at seeing Jack up and about, and his strange red-and-black-striped skin did not obscure the genuine smile that lit up his face.  
 
    “Yes, she is,” Lachlan replied. “Can you feel their communication?”  
 
    “It’s constant,” Jack said, pulling out a chair and sitting down at the dining table. “I wonder what they’re talking about?”  
 
    Lachlan shrugged. “We probably wouldn’t fully understand it even if we could listen in,” he said. “Let them get on with it. Sheobeth is a powerful magical being, but there’s only good in her, no evil whatsoever. Whatever they are working on together, I have no doubt that it will yield a good result for all of us.”  
 
    “You’re glad she’s come back, aren’t you?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Certainly,” Lachlan said with a nod and a smile. “Yes, Sheobeth was always a good entity to have around. I think it means good things for the world that she’s come back. No doubt about that.”  
 
    “What about the third aether god,” Jack asked thoughtfully. “What was his name again… Heroun?”  
 
    Lachlan spread his hands wide. “Who can tell?” he said. “I would never in a thousand years have guessed that Sheobeth would have come back from her self-imposed exile, but there you are—she’s here. I’d never have guessed that Azhoth would have found wisdom and humility in his years of captivity, but that seems to have happened too. Heroun, well, he may come back or he may not. He may still be out there, or he may have gone so far from our world that he’s unaware of what’s happening here. It’s impossible for me to know, and I think that at this point, I’d be well-advised not to guess! The aether gods—Azhoth, Sheobeth, and Heroun—were the source of all magic back in the old world, but these days we have our own resources to draw on, or at least that’s what we’ve always believed.”  
 
    Jack frowned. “What do you mean? Do you think that might not be the case?”  
 
    “It’s never been clear to me that the magic we use these days is not derived in some way from the aether gods still. But I’m not sure. My magic is still the warlock magic of Azhoth, as was Roland Redhands’ magic, and now Melinda’s as well. As for Elena, her magic was the magic of the Spheres, the magic of Sheobeth, but I don’t know how we would find out if that was still active. Those old ways of doing magic are not taught anymore, because nearly all the mages have vanished or disappeared.”   
 
    Jack knew that. Nowadays, magic was limited to simple cantrips, magic spells that were more of use to a traveling show than to a real mage. Oh, to be sure, some mages were still trained in the manipulation of the elements of water, fire, earth, metal, and air, but mastery was rare and the uses that magic was put to were prosaic and uninspired.  
 
    In comparison to the magic of the old world, today’s efforts were underwhelming affairs. Lachlan Woe, of course, was a man of the old world. He had survived the cataclysmic war that ended the Golden Age of magic, when the followers of Azhoth the aether god had turned on their master and imprisoned him in an artificially created universe that he could not leave. The other two aether gods, Heroun and Sheobeth, had fled the world, and only recently Sheobeth had returned after feeling that she had a part to play in fulfilling the prophecy of the Aetherborn. She had taken on the form of an eccentric and innocuous fortune-teller, but had revealed herself to Jack before his final battle with Roland Redhands, the rogue mage of Nightvale.  
 
    Since Jack’s victory against Redhands and his return to the Shadow Tower, Sheobeth—or Beth, as she was more commonly known—had retreated to the core chamber of the Shadow Tower, communing about unknown subjects in a strange, magical language with Maia, the tower’s animating spirit.  
 
    Jack glanced around, then got up from the table. “No sign of Ivan,” he said. “I guess I’ll be fetching my own breakfast.” 
 
    Ivan was a mighty magical being, unique among the universes, but he generally took on the role of butler within the Shadow Tower. Normally, he would have appeared with breakfast and coffee for Jack as soon as he appeared in the dining room.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Lachlan said, “he’s out in the garden working on the hedges. I think he’s decided that you’ve lived here long enough that you can fetch your own breakfast henceforth.”  
 
    Jack laughed. “I’ll choose to take that as a compliment,” he said as he headed into the spacious but cluttered kitchen. It didn’t take him long to find what he wanted. The big wood-fired stove was hot and ready for use, and there were plenty of good things to eat laid out in the cool, dim pantry. Jack quickly put together an enormous dish of bacon and eggs for himself, adding thick slices of freshly-baked bread, yellow butter, and sweet preserves. He made a pot of coffee and loaded the whole lot onto a tray to take back to the kitchen.  
 
    When he returned, there was a new figure sitting at the table.  
 
    Jack smiled at her as he unloaded his tray. “If I’d known we were going to have company, I’d have brought more food,” he said courteously. “Would you like me to fetch you something to eat?” 
 
    The woman was dark-haired and dark-eyed, with a world-weary look in her eyes that made her look older than she was. She smiled at Jack. 
 
    “Thank you, but there’s no need. Ivan already served me a full breakfast earlier this morning. He’s very attentive.”  
 
    Jack glanced at Lachlan. So Ivan did not see fit to serve Jack his breakfast anymore, but he clearly had not given up his role as butler entirely. Lachlan hid a smile behind one black-gloved hand, then introduced the stranger.  
 
    “This, Jack, is Hannah Dwimmer,” he said as Jack sat down to eat. “You may not remember, but she was here when you returned from battle at Highrock.”  
 
    “You fainted as soon as you reappeared from the portal,” Hannah said. “I don’t blame you if you don’t remember me.”  
 
    Jack frowned suddenly. “No,” he said, “I do remember you! I’ve seen you before!”  
 
    “Oh yes?” she said.  
 
    “I saw you in a vision,” Jack continued. “Early in my time at the tower, in a dream. I saw you sitting in a room in the tavern at an inn, sharpening a sword. Then, later, we were fleeing the hunters from Nightvale, and we conjured a vision to have a look at them. We saw you pursuing them, but they did not see you…”  
 
    She smiled. “Eat,” she said. “Don’t let me stop you. I’ve a long tale to tell, but please enjoy your breakfast before I begin.”  
 
    At that moment, Melinda came into the room. She looked fresh and bright, her long golden hair brushed back and tied up. Her shapely face shone with a smile when she saw Jack at the table, and her green eyes sparkled as she came up and leaned over to squeeze him in a quick hug.  
 
    She was wearing dark-green woolens, and a smell of fresh herbs and clean wool filled Jack’s nostrils as she leaned close. He found his heart jumping in his chest, and he smiled up at her, with his mouth full of breakfast.  
 
    “It’s great to see you up and looking so well!” she said to Jack, grinning down at him and placing her hands on her hips. “I see you’ve met Hannah?” she inclined her head at the newcomer. There seemed to be some tension between the two women that they were both working hard to minimize, but which neither of them could completely ignore.  
 
    Jack swallowed, coughed, and had a sip of coffee. Knowing he had to say something to cut through the now-palpable tension in the room, he opted for the simple course.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “We’ve met. I’m looking forward to hearing her story after eating. I was just finishing my breakfast.”  
 
    Melinda’s gaze flicked to Hannah then away again. “We’ve all been looking forward to hearing her story,” she said rather heavily. “For quite some time.”  
 
    Hannah bristled a little and seemed to be about to return a sharp reply, but Lachlan smoothly intervened. “Hannah has news which she has sworn only to tell in full to the Aetherborn himself,” he said. “Melinda and I have both been impatient to hear Hannah’s story, but we also both respect her right to do so in her own time. Isn’t that right, Melinda?”  
 
    Melinda raised one perfect blonde eyebrow, and her green eyes gleamed with displeasure. “We certainly have been patient,” she said archly.   
 
    “You could have fooled me!” Hannah snapped. Melinda turned to face the dark-haired woman, her hands on her hips, when Lachlan suddenly stood. His chair scraped the ground as it was abruptly pushed back, and the harsh sound turned all eyes to him.  
 
    “Enough of this!” he said severely. “Melinda, back off. Hannah is our guest, and I will have her respected!”  
 
    Hannah began to smile smugly, when Lachlan immediately turned on her. “And you,” he said. “I will not tolerate discourtesy to my students. I require the same respect from both of you. None of us know the full story here, but until we do I’ll ask you all to remain civil. If you two can’t be civil to each other, then you’ll have to be content with saying nothing at all. Understood?”  
 
    Having had his say, Lachlan dragged his chair noisily back to the table, sat, and began to eat again.  
 
    Hannah and Melinda were unhappy with being required to show each other respect, that much was clear. It was also clear that they both were going to obey Lachlan’s instructions—he was the master of the house, after all. Hannah sat back disdainfully and began to examine the frayed leatherwork on her cuff, not looking at the others.  
 
    Melinda sat in a chair next to Jack and pointedly ignored Hannah as she talked blithely to Jack about Ivan’s work in the garden, about how Max—her enchanted stone beetle companion—had learned to catch the dragonflies that were common in the tower grounds, and about her own progress in the art of creating and wearing glamors.  
 
    Recently, Melinda had begun to learn the warlock magic that was the old world gift from Azhoth the aether god to the mages of the world. The warlock magic was Lachlan’s specialty. The magic of the spheres and the magic of light—the gifts of Sheobeth and Heroun—were magics that Jack did not have much knowledge of. The magic of Azhoth, however, was the magic of warlocks. It had a seriously dark edge to it, and it drew a lot of its potency from the power of the sinister demon realms.  
 
    The users of this magic also took on the coloring of Azhoth. He had skin that was colored with intricate patterns of deep black over the fiery red of glowing coals. The patterns manifested on different mages in different ways—Lachlan’s coloring was made up of bold, broad stripes of red and black that covered the entirety of his face and all the skin on his hairless head.  
 
    Melinda’s budding warlock coloring began at her hairline and worked its way down across her face, the lines appearing as gracefully curved but random stripes of the same fire red and deep black that Lachlan had. Her long, blonde hair had begun to take on these new colors too, as had her hands, which were covered in the strange flowing patterns.  
 
    Melinda had initially been horrified at this transformation. Thankfully, though, one of the signature magics of the warlocks was the glamor. This was a spell used to make a person or thing appear different to how they really were. The utility of these spells was massive, but for Melinda it had an immediate advantage—she didn’t have to be seen with the strange and sinister red and black patterns covering her skin.  
 
    “The glamor magic is certainly working well,” Jack said admiringly as he looked at Melinda. There was no sign of the strange coloring visible on her at all.  
 
    She smiled with pleasure at the compliment. “Thanks,” she said. “It’s getting easier and easier to keep it in place. I’m happy about that, because there are some other transformations that are beginning to happen…”  
 
    The surface of the air around her shimmered as she dropped the glamor. Jack saw that her eyes—which were normally a glittering shade of emerald-green—had changed to the dark yellow of a cat’s eye. The lengthening pupil was also like a cat. Her face was getting longer, too, looking not quite human anymore. 
 
    Melinda shimmered her glamor back into place. “I don’t mind,” she said quickly, as if in answer to a question Jack had not asked. “It’s worth it to learn the magic.”  
 
    Jack glanced involuntarily toward the other side of the table. Lachlan’s face was unreadable, but Hannah’s eyes were wide and her mouth was open, a picture of shocked surprise. She regained her composure when she saw Jack was looking. But he’d seen her shock, and he knew what it meant. Hannah had not known until that moment that Melinda was learning the magic of the red and the black. Jack wondered what this would mean for the already tense relationship between the two.  
 
     “I think you look good either way,” he said, honestly, after he’d polished off the last mouthful of his breakfast. “The red and black is unusual, sure, but it’s pretty cool. And the curves of the stripes are beautiful. It’s an expression of your magic power, and that means it’s an expression of your own dedication to your craft and your hard work. That’s impressive on its own!”  
 
    Melinda dropped her gaze and smiled an odd little smile. Her cheeks colored a little, but she didn’t say anything. After an awkward moment, Jack stood a bit too hastily, knocking his chair over and having to lunge and catch it to stop it falling to the ground.  
 
    “Let me clear this up,” he said as he gathered his dishes. “I’ll, uh, make more coffee too, and get us all ready for the long-awaited story.”  
 
    Jack went to the kitchen to dump his dishes in the sink. “What in the world is the matter with me?” he chided himself. “Melinda and I are the best of friends, why are we suddenly so awkward? What’s going on?”  
 
    He had experienced a couple of moments in the past where Melinda’s presence had struck him in this weird, awkward way, causing his tongue to tie itself in knots and his usual coolness to desert him. Jack was normally accurate and economical in his movements—he had developed this physical self-assurance in the smithy with his stepfather, where clumsiness could cost you a serious burn—but recently Melinda’s presence seemed to be able to turn him into a blundering fool.  
 
    “Honestly,” he scolded himself, laughing a bit as he did so. “Knocking your chair over and dishing out clumsy compliments… stick to what you know, Jack. Stick to dungeons and magic!”  
 
    He collected himself as he made a fresh pot of coffee, and returned to the dining room with his usual tranquility back in place. “Well, Hannah,” he said as he sat down. “It turns out we’re all eager to hear this message. If you’re ready to tell it, I think we are all ready to hear it.”  
 
    Hannah nodded. Then she closed her eyes for a moment and gathered herself. Everyone was listening. Even Melinda had lost any trace of sarcasm or disdain. She sat quiet beside Jack and waited with as much trepidation as the he and Lachlan.  
 
    After a long moment, Hannah opened her eyes and looked around at them all.  
 
    “It’s been a long road for me,” she said. “I’m no mage, just a regular warrior. I’ve some stealth powers, and at a push I can use a little fire magic, but that’s nothing in comparison to you three. But for all that, I was chosen by my companions to be the one to come and seek you.”  
 
    She stopped, as if not knowing how to continue. Jack suspected that Hannah had anticipated this moment for a long time, and now that it came to it she didn’t quite know how to proceed.  
 
    “Where have you come from?” he prompted her gently.  
 
    “Nightvale.” She sighed. “I come from Nightvale, from a city called Myrall, the capital of the kingdom of Nightvale.”  
 
    Jack nodded encouragingly. Nightvale was the world where Lachlan came from, where the great battle had ended the Golden Age of magic . It was also the world that Lachlan had been exiled from, and the world whose king had sent a team of ruthless hunters to track Lachlan down.  
 
    “I was sent by a group of rebels,” Hannah continued. “An underground resistance movement who have been fighting against the encroaching power of the King of Nightvale and his secret guards. King Bain has given a great deal of power to the Black Hand, the council of high wizards that advises him and plays a large role in the governance of the kingdom.”  
 
    “Why did you come to me?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Because you are the Aetherborn,” she said, sounding helpless. “We know what you are, and what you are destined to do. Your success is the only hope left for us.”  
 
    Jack shook his head. “Hannah, I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. What am I destined to do? What is this thing that you think I’m going to make happen?”  
 
    “You don’t know?” she said.  
 
    He shook his head slowly and she sat back in her chair, regarding him. “No wonder you’re surprised to see me, then,” she said quietly. “Jack, you’re going to destroy the source of all dark magic and cleanse evil from the worlds forever. Or,” and here she twisted a smile at him, “you’re going to die trying.”  
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    “The prophecy of the Aetherborn is ancient,” Hannah Dwimmer continued after a pause. “It states that a man shall come, after the departure of the aether gods, and that he shall have the power to reawaken the dungeons. You have already demonstrated that you have that power, Jack. The prophecy goes on to say that the Aetherborn himself will have the power of the dungeons—or at least that’s how I and my comrades interpret it. You’ve shown yourself to have that power too. When King Bain of Nightvale heard of your existence, he sent the hunters out after you, and they were to try and capture Lachlan too. But Bain didn’t want you dead—he wanted you alive, to come to Nightvale and serve him. You see, the prophecy states that the Aetherborn will have to choose between destroying dark magic, or embracing it.”  
 
    “Destroying dark magic…” Jack repeated slowly. He looked at Lachlan and Melinda. His friends were silent, but he knew that to destroy the source of all dark magic would likely mean destroying the source of their power as well. After all, they were warlocks, and their power was sourced in dark magic. And what about Azhoth? Did that mean Jack would have to destroy Azhoth himself? 
 
    He shook his head quickly as if to clear it of these speculations. Hannah’s words brought up too many possibilities—he had to confine himself to the practicalities. He homed in on one fact, letting all the possible consequences of the rest slide for a moment. 
 
    From the sound of it, Jack’s major obstacle in fulfilling the prophecy was going to be the King of Nightvale.  
 
    “This King Bain,” Jack said sardonically, “from what you’re saying, I’m guessing he would prefer that I embrace dark magic rather than try to destroy it.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Hannah replied with a smile. “His entire power structure is built on the foundation of dark magic. If you were to destroy that, he would no longer be able to rule. He wants you to join him, to serve him—and if you don’t, he will do everything in his power to destroy you.”  
 
    Lachlan cut in. “Hold on a moment,” he said. “You know I’m from Nightvale originally. I know the city of Myrall, and I know this King Bain as well, or at least I knew his father, who was king before him. But things have evidently changed a great deal since I was there last. When I was there, the Black Hand was an obscure group of mages who had no real power. But you say they are now the primary advisers to the king?”  
 
    “More than that,” Hannah said. “In some ways, you could say that they are the king. King Bain himself is indolent and often indecisive. Some say that the council of the Black Hand are the ones who really make the decisions, but I’m not sure how true that is. For my part, I suspect Bain allows people to think the Black Hand are more influential than they really are, so that he can blame them if things go wrong.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Melinda said. “What kind of ‘dark magic’ are we talking about here?” Jack was alert to any trace of sarcasm or contempt in her voice, but to her credit Melinda appeared to have forgotten any animosity she had felt toward Hannah. She sounded genuinely interested. 
 
    A look of fear and horror passed across Hannah’s dark, handsome face. “The magic of the demon realms,” she said. “In the old days, as you know, power was derived directly from the aether gods. Since the departure of the gods and the end of the war, much work has been done to create new sources of power that mages can draw on. Many different things have been done, but the biggest and most successful reservoir of raw power available comes from the demon realms.”  
 
    Lachlan was nodding. “The demon realms have long existed. Back in the early days, we would draw on the raw magic that came from them, but it was always with the intercession of Azhoth between us and them. More recently, you have seen me open portals to the realms of the lesser demons during battles. It is a deep and valuable source of power, but one should only draw on it with great care. As you’ve seen before, warlock magic has a tendency to bleed over into other magic, and to have effects that are… unexpected.”  
 
    “In recent years,” Hannah said, “King Bain and the council of the Black Hand have become more and more reckless with it. There’s a huge crystal at the top of the highest tower in the king’s palace. It’s said that the crystal is full of raw power that they’ve drained off from the demon realms, and they can use that as a source of power for spells that require more mana than any individual could summon from their own mana pool. There are many smaller crystals, too, and they are filled with power and used to run machines, lights, and many other small things that make life easier. At first, the council did great things with these magic reserves, and the people were happy. Impressive buildings and infrastructure were built, and good roads, mighty canals, and aqueducts for fresh water made the peoples’ lives better. The cities were well run, and the people prospered, and all hailed the mages and the king. But then things began to change. Sometimes, portals to the demon realms would open in the city, or on the hills around the city. We suspected that it was individual mages opening portals themselves to draw off power. That was understandable, but things were getting through. More and more guards were deployed on the streets of the city, and the people began to fear going into the streets at night.”  
 
    Lachlan shook his head sadly. “The prospect of great power is too often irresistible to the unworthy.”  
 
    “But what’s all this got to do with you and your group, and the prophecy of the Aetherborn?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “It didn’t have anything to do with the prophecy, not at first,” Hannah said with a weary smile. “At first, me and my comrades were just a small group of fighters who took to hunting down demons for ourselves. It was exciting work, and the merchants would pay good gold for it. But then we started to hear rumors, and we started to listen to them. We had a… a friend who worked in the king’s palace. She began to hear rumors about this prophecy—the prophecy of the Aetherborn. The prophecy said that the Aetherborn would come, that he would reawaken the dungeons, reconnect the worlds, and destroy evil forever. The word on the street was that the king wanted to suppress all talk of the prophecy, but then we heard a rumor that the Aetherborn had been found, and was allied with the king. All the talk in the city became about the prophecy.”  
 
    She smiled wistfully. “Of course, everyone has heard the legend of the Golden Age of magic, but few enough people actually remember it. Back then there were Grand portals connecting the worlds, and Golden portals for fast travel between towns and villages, and a merchant could ride a horse and cart full of goods from one world to another or one city to another as easily as he could step from his shop out into the street. The prophecy said that when dark magic was banished, the Golden Age of magic could return. The idea that the portals would be reinstated and the dark shadow that had crept into our lives would be banished, well, it was too good! Everyone got excited about it, and the king could not suppress the rumors no matter how hard he tried.”  
 
    “That’s not to say they didn’t try, of course,” she continued after a short pause. “After a while, the king’s guards started to crack down on the talk. People were punished just for mentioning the prophecy, and even minstrels were fined—or worse—for singing about it. The word ‘Aetherborn’ became forbidden, and it began to be spoken in whispers. And at the same time, the freelance demon hunters—like our little group—were outlawed. No reason was given, but we think it was because people had begun to wonder whether the true Aetherborn might come from within the ranks of the demon hunters. But the demons hadn’t stopped stalking the streets at night, and there were still merchants and townsfolk willing to pay us for our work, so we went underground and kept doing our job, and we kept listening. We didn’t believe that the Aetherborn was one of us, but the more we heard from our informant in the castle, the more we thought that the prophecy was not only true, but it was soon to be fulfilled.”  
 
    She sighed. “At last, we heard that the king was sending hunters out after the true Aetherborn and his mentor, the legendary Lachlan Woe. When it came to it, many of my group were against sending anyone after the hunters. They had begun to lose heart and were agitating for us to disband. Something that had started as a bit of an adventure was all becoming just too dark and dangerous, and this talk of a prophecy was too wild for most of them. But me and my mentor agreed that no matter what happened, someone should go after the hunters, find the Aetherborn, and warn him.”  
 
    Her eyes went far away, then she came back to them and continued in a quiet voice. “That very night, our meeting was raided by a team of guards. I don’t know how they knew about it, but I suspect that we had an informant in our ranks. Some fought, some surrendered. I managed to escape in the midst of the fighting. My mentor… I don’t know what happened to her—all I know is she’s still alive. I escaped and I fled to the rendezvous point we knew the hunters were going to be using. I’d never seen anything like it in my life… I realize now that it was a Grand portal, one of the portals that travels between worlds. It looked like a great red fiery doorway, and they all stepped through one by one. I managed to sneak up and go through myself, but then the portal collapsed behind me. When I got through, they were all disorientated by the passage, but I managed to keep myself together enough to flee. I ran, and they didn’t see me. But I didn’t go far. I knew that they had a magical way of tracking you, and so I knew that they were my best hope of finding you. I followed them, tracking them all the way from the south coast up to Oakwood. It took a long time. When I got to Oakwood, I learned from a group of adventurers about a dungeon in the north that had reawakened, and I knew that you must be there. I gambled that I could travel faster than them, so I set out north as quickly as I could.”  
 
    She smiled. “It turned out that I had been tricked. They knew where you were, but they wanted to make you come to them. They’d managed to open another Grand portal back to Nightvale, and they wanted you to come near that portal so that you could be captured and brought through. By the time I got here, you had already left to fight the hunters. I arrived at the tower just as Melinda and Lachlan came back, and just in time to see you reappear after your battle.”  
 
    She finished, a little breathless, and looked round expectantly at the three companions.  
 
    “That’s quite a tale,” Jack said. “I noticed you said that King Bain was spreading a rumor about the Aetherborn having joined with him already. That’s obviously not true, because I’m the Aetherborn, and I’m here. But what do you think it meant?”  
 
    Hannah frowned. “I don’t know. Toward the end, the rumors we were getting from our source inside the castle were confused. She seemed to be saying there was something. Something dark. Something that the king was calling by a new name…”  
 
    She seemed reluctant to say the same out loud, but Jack leaned forward over the table, looking at her hard. “What was it they said, Hannah?” he asked her when she remained silent. “What was the name?”  
 
    “The… the Devourer,” she finally said, then shuddered visibly.  
 
    Though the room was bright and full of clean, clear winter sunshine, it seemed to Jack as if a shadow had passed across the sky for a moment. Involuntarily, he shivered as well. He felt as if there was a deep, hollow boom echoing just out of hearing range. He felt his stomach clench and his breakfast suddenly felt like a leaden weight in his gut.  
 
    Then the shadow passed. Jack looked at his friends, and apart from Hannah, no one seemed to have been aware of the moment. Jack shook himself and took a drink of his swiftly cooling coffee, enjoying the sharpening effect it had on his brain.  
 
    “That sounds like a whole heap of trouble,” he said, and was pleased to find that his voice was steady and his tone was light.  
 
    Hannah managed a pale smile. “Who knows what it is?” she said with a shrug.  
 
    “When you escaped the raid, before you followed the hunters through the portal,” Melinda said after a short silence, “you mentioned that you knew your mentor was still alive? How do you know for sure?” 
 
    Again, Jack was pleased that Melinda seemed to have managed to put aside whatever unfriendliness she had felt toward Hannah a moment ago. Unity was of paramount importance in a small group like theirs. 
 
    Hannah’s smile became a bit stronger, and her back a bit straighter as she thought of her mentor. The thought clearly gave her hope.  
 
    She reached into her cloak and pulled something gleaming out. “I know because of this,” she said, and placed the object on the table before her with a solid thud. 
 
    It was a heavy piece of metal, shaped in the now-familiar symbol that Jack had seen on his dungeon map. It was a cross with four arms of equal length, surrounded by a circle. The cross was made of enchanter’s gold, that strange gold streaked with silver that was so good at absorbing a mage’s intention. 
 
    “I’ve seen one of those before!” Jack said with a cry of surprise. “It’s exactly like the one that I found in the garden.”  
 
    Back in his early days at the tower, Jack had been experimenting with his Guiding Light spell, and had asked it to bring him to something that had been lost within the grounds. The spell had taken him to a wild part of the grounds, and next to an abandoned cottage, buried by an overgrown well, Jack had found an item exactly like this.  
 
    His hand traveled to his belt as he thought of it. He had brought the item back to the tower. The sight of it had given Lachlan a turn, and had prompted him to give Jack access to the magical workshop where he now spent so much of his time. The piece of metalwork had an enchantment that boosted the user’s mana, and Jack had converted it into a belt buckle and tuned it to his own magical signature to receive the boost.  
 
    As Jack thought back to that time—it now seemed a very long time ago—he realized that had been the first time he’d heard mention of Lachlan’s former pupil, the woman who had been Lachlan’s lover as well as his student, and who had died in a magical experiment many years ago. She had made the metal buckle, and enchanted it.  
 
    Elena… 
 
    Jack raised his eyes and looked at Lachlan. His mentor was sitting back in his chair, his mouth hanging open, staring at the artifact on the table. Melinda looked incredibly excited, but she kept her mouth shut and said nothing, staring at Jack with sparkling eyes.  
 
    Hannah looked from one to the other of them in puzzlement, then annoyance.  
 
    “What?” she demanded. “What are you all staring at? Surely it’s not such an unusual kind of magic, though I’ll grant that I had never seen it before she showed me it. She designed it, I think. It’s connected to her mana, and as long as I see that it’s glowing like this, I know that she’s still alive. I can locate her with it as well, or at least I would be able to if I could find my way back to Nightvale.”  
 
    “Hannah,” Jack said carefully, his eyes on Lachlan. “What is your mentor’s name?”  
 
    “Her name?” Hannah said. “Well, mostly we just called her Boss. But sometimes the two of us would have a quiet moment together, and then I would call her by her real name. Her name is Elena.” 
 
    It only took a moment for Jack to run and fetch the portrait of Lachlan’s old pupil, whom they had all thought long dead. He laid the drawing on the table in front of Hannah.  
 
    “Is that her?” he said.  
 
    “Well, how you came by a portrait of her I don’t know! She sure looks younger in that picture, but yeah, that’s her alright. I’d know her anywhere!” Hannah smiled. “It’s good to see her face.”  
 
    Jack’s eye was caught by the enchanted item on the table. It seemed to glow a little brighter for a moment as Hannah gazed at the picture.  
 
    “Lachlan,” Melinda said, her voice full of concern. “Are you okay?”  
 
    Jack looked at their mentor with concern as Lachlan stood, swayed, then began to walk toward the outer door. Jack jumped to his feet and went to Lachlan.  
 
    “Are you quite well, Lachlan?” he asked quietly once he was close.  
 
    Lachlan nodded weakly. “I… yes,” he said. “Just… give me a minute. All these years I thought her dead…”  
 
    He took a deeper breath and straightened up, gazing out of the door at the bright day.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    A few quiet days passed after this revelation. Lachlan retreated to his meditation chamber. Maia the tower and Sheobeth continued their quiet conversation, nearly oblivious to everything that was going on outside them. Hannah had at first seemed disappointed that Jack the Aetherborn didn’t immediately spring into action, but he wanted time to think.  
 
    After a day or two of restlessness, however, it seemed that Hannah had decided not to worry about anything anymore, and instead to take the time she needed to rest after her long journey. Now, she could most often be found in the kitchen or garden with Ivan, with whom she had struck up a bit of a friendship, or wandering in the grounds by herself, enjoying the tranquility and peace that the tower offered her.  
 
    The weather had turned cold and wintry, and one fine clear morning Jack and Melinda were sitting in the workshop together after breakfast. The fire was roaring in the grate and the room was cozy. Spark and Max were in their usual place, curled up together in front of the blaze, soaking themselves in the heat.  
 
    “I looked in on Lachlan as I was coming down to breakfast this morning,” Melinda said. 
 
    “Oh yes?” Jack said. “Has he recovered from the shock? Not meditating anymore?”  
 
    Melinda grinned. “He was working flat out on something at his enchanting table. The crystal ball he keeps by the table was flashing images quicker than I could see them, and he had a pile of scrolls as high as his head nearby!”  
 
    “Sounds like he’s fully recovered!” 
 
    “I think he’d been working all night,” she said. “And it’s no wonder. The knowledge that his lover survived the accident and somehow made it back to Nightvale seems to have given him new life.”  
 
    “He’s seemed tired in recent months,” Jack agreed. “No less powerful, of course, but less… I don’t know… less engaged. Less inclined to go off on tangents or get over-excited about things.”  
 
    “I guess it must have been hard for him, digging up those old memories.”  
 
    “Yeah. It’s stuff we needed to know, but I agree, telling us about it took it out of him.”  
 
    “Well, whatever it took out of him, he seems to have gotten it back now, with a vengeance!”  
 
    She stood and went to the worktable. There was a silver tray with coffee in an earthenware jug and two mugs. She poured the steaming brew into a mug and brought it to Jack, then returned to pour herself a cup.  
 
    As she did so, she looked at the items on the workbench. There were bits of enchanter’s gold, bits of pure silver, and shards of gleaming black volcanic glass as sharp as razors. Beside this assortment of bits, a leather-bound book was open on the workbench. The pages were covered in tiny writing, and notes and arcane diagrams packed the margins.  
 
    “What’s all this?” she asked.  
 
    “Oh, just something I’ve been working on for the last few days,” Jack said. “I was trying to see if I could replicate Elena’s enchantment on the artifact that she gave to Hannah. I wanted to see if I could get two pieces of material to match each other’s state, and then link that state to a person’s vitality.”  
 
    “Any success?”  
 
    Jack shrugged. “I mean, that depends on what you mean by success. I’ve had some interesting results, I suppose. I got the obsidian shards to relate to each other’s states well enough, but the pressure was too much for them. They shattered after a while. I thought of trying to bind them in silver, and then layer the enchantments rather than combining them… It could be useful if it works, but I’m not hugely hopeful at this point.”  
 
    He waved a hand in the air, dismissing the topic. “What about you? What have you been working on? I’ve not seen you much since the revelation about Elena.”  
 
    “I’ve been working on my mana pool,” she said. “Actually, I’ve got some quite exciting news, though I’ve not told anybody about it.”  
 
    “Oh yes?” Jack said, interested. “What’s that?”  
 
    “I think I’ve managed to project my mana outside myself for the first time.”  
 
    Jack’s eyes widened. Melinda had always been an exclusively internal mage. That meant that she could not cast spells out of her body, but could only direct magic to work within the confines of her own skin. This was limiting in some ways, though Lachlan had taught her to make the most of it.  
 
    For some time now, Melinda had been learning the warlock magic. This did not require the expression of mana out of the mage’s body, but rather it required the manipulation of external factors, like an enemy’s fear or a portal through to another realm. This broadened the range of magic that was available for Melinda to use, though she had to use her glamor magic to counter the warlock looks she was developing in consequence. 
 
    The glamor magic fitted in well with Melinda’s existing expertise for internal magic. She could maintain the appearance of her normal looks, apparently without effort, for long periods of time. But the news that she might have found a way to express her magic outside of herself had the potential to be a game-changer for her, even more than the acquisition of warlock magic.  
 
    “Tell me more!” Jack encouraged her.  
 
    “Well,” she began, “It’s like this. One of the warlock spells Lachlan taught me involves the manipulation of objects from a distance. He set me an exercise, to snuff out a candle from the other side of the room, and when I’ve learned that, to try to light it again! I’ve been working at it on and off for ages now, but just the other day I managed the second part. Snuffing it out is easy enough—you just move the air around it in a particular way, and that doesn’t require mana to be used. But I couldn’t work out how to get it to light again.”  
 
    She paced the room for a turn, then walked over to one of the drawers and began to rifle through it as she continued talking. “I was working on it one day,” she went on, “when I started to fall asleep. I was dozing in my chair, half dreaming, when I felt that something was happening in my mana pool. There was a leaking feeling. That’s what it felt like, as if something was spilling over from a full mug, or trickling out of a crack in a pot.”  
 
    From the drawer, Melinda pulled out a half-burned candle and, without ceremony, lit it at the fire and began to drip wax onto the workbench. After a few moments, there was a little puddle of hot liquid wax on the scarred wooden surface, and Melinda stuck the lit candle upright in the cooling wax.  
 
    “Because I was half-asleep I didn’t really think about it the way I normally would. I just let it happen, and followed it along as it went. Then I found I could guide the mana. I made it go up to the candle and whoosh, just like that the flame came back!” 
 
    “I’ll bet you woke up then!” Jack laughed.  
 
    “I sure did!” she replied, smiling. “And there was this fine, stable thread of mana running between my hand and the candle flame. I withdrew it, then extended it, then withdrew it again. I’ve practiced and practiced it, and now I can let a fine thread of mana out at will.”  
 
    “That’s amazing!” Jack said. “In the past, any attempt to extend a spell outside of yourself has resulted in pain for you!”  
 
    “That’s right!” she said enthusiastically. “But I think I realize now where I was going wrong! I always tried to blast spells out of myself, and they always just reflected back in on me, causing pain and sickness. But I think that because this mana is such a fine thread, it’s able to escape from my body and remain stable. It’s not that I can’t do it, it’s just that I was always doing it wrong!”  
 
    “That’s great,” Jack said. “Actually,” he added teasingly with a grin, “you’ve taken the advice that you always give me—to look at magic from a different point of view if it’s not working out. It’s good to see you taking your own advice for once!”  
 
    She punched him good-naturedly on the shoulder. “Shut up and watch this,” she said, then turned to the candle. She centered herself for a moment, then let her eyes droop.  
 
    Jack, intrigued, let his own magical senses slip into place over his body’s regular awareness. In this state, he could sense other beings as magical shapes in his mind, and feel spells as clearly as if they were laid out on a table under his hands.  
 
    Now, he felt Melinda work her magic on the air around the candle flame. He had seen her do warlock magic before, but never this trick. It was fascinating. She asked the air around the candle to withdraw from the flame. It was against the air’s nature to do so, but it listened to her and obeyed, pulling away from the flame and straining like an animal on a leash.  
 
    Everyone knows that blowing on a fire makes it burn brighter, and that a fire starved of air will die. The candle flame flared up once, then dipped, flickered, and went out. There was a faint pop as Melinda let go of the air around the wick and let it snap back into place.  
 
    “That was impressive!” Jack said.  
 
    “If you think that was good, watch this,” she replied.  
 
    It happened just as she’d described. A thin thread of mana flowed from her fingertip like a root thread exploring through a crack in stone. Jack perceived clearly for the first time the magical armor that surrounded Melinda. It was like a fortress, an impenetrable barrier of magic that not only kept her safe from outside, but also kept her own magic in.  
 
    The mana thread gliding towards the candle was invisible to the naked eye, but to Jack’s magic senses it was a silvery gleaming line, full to the brim with Melinda’s pure intention. Fascinated, he watched as it climbed the table and made its way to the candle wick.  
 
    There was a faint hiss and the candle flared to life again.  
 
    “Hah! You did it! That was amazing!” Jack said. He leaped to his feet and grabbed Melinda in a hug and spun her around.  
 
    He had seen Melinda’s condition when she had first arrived at the Shadow Tower. It had not been good. Even just trying to express mana outside herself had caused her extreme, debilitating pain. None of them had even considered the possibility that it was something she might ever overcome.  
 
    “You know what this means?” Jack said, suddenly serious.  
 
    She nodded, her eyes shining with excitement. “If I can do this, it means I can learn other applications as well. It means that I can learn to blast enemies with fire, cause waves of water to appear, maybe even learn to summon creatures!”  
 
    “That’s right,” Jack said, “it means all that, of course, but I’ve been thinking of something else. Melinda, it means that we can combine our mana into even more powerful spells!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Combine our magic?” Melinda said. “I’d never thought of that…”  
 
    “Me neither, until now,” Jack said. “But look what I discovered in this scroll… Now, where did I put it?”  
 
    Melinda chuckled as Jack began to rifle through a pile of books and papers on the table. “I found this in the library, and I was reading over it. It made me think of some things that I’d not considered before… What are you laughing at?”  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at her as he reached up to a high shelf to grab a pile of papers.  
 
    “Oh, nothing,” she said. “You just remind me a bit of Lachlan, that’s all.”  
 
    “Hmmm. Well, I suppose there are worse people I could remind you of,” he said, a little grudgingly. He admired Lachlan greatly, but the old warlock could be a pretty eccentric character, particularly when it came to his approach to studying, learning, and keeping piles of scrolls lying about.  
 
    “Here it is!” Jack said, pulling out the piece of old vellum that he’d been looking for.  
 
    “I can’t read that script,” Melinda said. “Can you?”  
 
    “No,” Jack said. “But I found something useful in one of these drawers. Apparently Elena had a similar idea about looking through the older scrolls and came up with a solution.”  
 
    He pulled out a little bottle of sparkling green powder marked Language Powder. Melinda’s eyes widened as Jack took a pinch of the stuff and sprinkled it out over the scroll. The letters shifted and changed before their eyes. The script, which had been a mess of elaborate scrollwork and odd lines in some ancient language morphed into clear, legible text that they could both read. 
 
    “That’s quite something!” Melinda said. 
 
    A lock of her long blonde hair fell from behind her ear as they both leaned over the page, and brushed Jack’s hand. Their heads were close together, and as Melinda came closer and tucked her hair back behind her ear, her fingers softly grazed his.  
 
    They both flinched at the unexpected shock that ran through both their fingers.  
 
    “Sorry,” Melinda said quickly.  
 
    “That’s okay,” Jack said slowly. 
 
    They had moved away from each other and from the document, and stood looking at each other now, unsure what to do. He smiled, and she smiled shyly back. She raised her hand to brush her hair back behind her ear again, only to stop herself as she realized she’d already done that. 
 
    Jack felt the color rising in his cheeks as Melinda’s face started slightly reddening too. 
 
    “This language powder doesn’t… ahem!... doesn’t work for long,” he croaked, to his embarrassment. He cleared his throat again as he leaned back over the paper.  
 
    Melinda coughed too. “Okay,” she said, sounding suddenly hoarse as well, and looked at the paper with him. 
 
    This awkwardness that had developed between them made Jack’s head spin. He had by now come to terms with the fact that Melinda could sometimes have this kind of effect on him, but the idea that he might be able to have the same effect on her was new. It opened up possibilities that were even more exciting than those offered by combining their magic.  
 
    He stole a glance at her out of the corner of his eye. She was concentrating fiercely on the scroll.  
 
    “It’s just a fragment,” she said, and her voice had returned to normal as she read out loud from it. “...and then Gorman and Halder, mages of the Green Citadel, combined the flow of their mana pools to create the greatest manifestation of Larome that had ever been seen. The Larome of fire was their specialty, and with their combined force the last remnants of the honor guard of Bolgoth was scattered and peace reigned once again.”  
 
    “I wonder what Larome means? Some kind of magic I suppose,” Melinda said.  
 
    “Maybe a particular kind of spell that’s not translatable because it doesn’t have an equivalent word in our language. Certainly sounds like magic…”  
 
    The words on the page began to drift and disappear.  
 
    “That’s an amazing powder!” Melinda said.  
 
    “I know,” Jack said, looking at the little green bottle. “I’ve been looking through some of Elena’s notes to see if I can find the recipe, but I don’t think I’ll find it. Even my Guiding Light spell doesn’t seem to have a path to it.”  
 
    “It’s very valuable, then. Don’t waste it.”  
 
    “No fear, I’ll be careful of it.”  
 
    The electric moment between them had passed, giving way to their shared interest in the magic. They were their usual selves again, two old friends and allies, looking ahead to their next adventure. 
 
    “So,” Melinda said, sitting down by the hearth again. “What’s our next move? It’s been good to take it easy and work on spells for a while, but I feel like we ought to get moving.”  
 
    Jack nodded, taking his seat opposite her and dropping his feet up in front of the blaze. “I feel the same. Here’s how I see it—I have to fulfil the prophecy, but without a clear and full understanding of what’s actually in the prophecy I don’t have much solid information to go on. So, it seems to me that my best plan is to do what I’ve done so far and follow my intuition.”  
 
    “It’s gotten you this far! What does your intuition tell you?”  
 
    He sighed and looked into the fire for a moment before answering. “It tells me to reopen the Golden portals in this world. That’s the most powerful feeling I have in this situation. I feel like fate is pointing in that direction too—look at the map we found, showing all the locations, and how important the portals we’ve awakened so far have been in our successes. That makes me think that opening the portals is the biggest change we can enact with the knowledge we have.”  
 
    “The map of the Aetherborn,” Melinda said. “That was what the spirit who gave it to you called it.”  
 
    “Exactly. For whatever reason, the portals, the dungeons, and the Aetherborn all have interwoven destinies. It was my actions in awakening the dungeon at Fordwatch that triggered the whole sequence of events leading us to get the map and save Highrock, and defeat Roland Redhands. And I only realized afterward that it was pure intuition that drove me to do that. I believe I was listening to something inside me that knew what needed to be done better than I did.”  
 
    “That’s exciting,” Melinda said, “but it’s also scary to have to trust so completely. It requires courage.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “But we must. We have several things to do. I promised Azhoth the aether god that I would free him from his captivity—as Lachlan said, I can’t go back on that promise now, whatever the consequences. I’m sure Lachlan wants to rescue Elena from King Bain of Nightvale, and that’s probably what he’s working on so hard. I don’t see a direct way to doing that any more than I see a direct way to freeing Azhoth. Hannah will want to get back to Nightvale too, I’m sure, now that she’s succeeded in her mission to warn me, but that, too will require some way through to Nightvale. We need a Grand portal to do that, and a Grand portal is something we just don’t have right now.”  
 
    “But opening new Golden portals is something we can do.”  
 
    “Exactly. We don’t know what effect Golden portals have on the wider picture of magic in the world, but we know that they do have some effect. Sheobeth said that the maze trapping Azhoth may be built on the Golden portals in some way, for one thing. I suspect that the more portals we open, the more we’ll understand about how we can use them to achieve our ultimate purpose.”  
 
    “The destruction of the source of all evil magic…” 
 
    “Whatever that means,” Jack added in a bemused tone. 
 
    Melinda chuckled. “You’re right, though. We should take action, and awakening dungeons is something we can do for sure. How do you feel we should approach it?”  
 
    “It’s simple. We know that all it takes to awaken a dungeon is for me to go there, stand in the chamber, and summon a few monsters. If the dungeon core is still there, it will awaken, and if the portal table is still intact, the Golden portal will open, providing a door between two dungeons within this world.”  
 
    Melinda frowned for a moment. “When you first went through a portal, you stepped into an active one and came out of an inactive one. You had to awaken the dungeon before you could get back, but you were able to get through one way. We know that any portal can lead to any other portal—what’s to stop us just going through one of the active ones then choosing to exit through an inactive one?”  
 
    “It sounds simple,” Jack replied, “but there’s a major problem with that. We don’t know what condition the portal chamber at the other end will be in. Once we reawaken the dungeon crystal, the whole dungeon uses its own magic to fix itself up, but if the chamber has collapsed in on itself, or been submerged in water, we might be killed when we exit the chamber. That’s why we have to go to the chambers on foot first, to see what condition they’re in.”  
 
    “It will be a long journey,” Melinda said. “There are a lot of portals.”  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” Jack said. He grabbed the map from the table and laid it out on the low table by the fire. 
 
    “This one here,” he said, pointing at a dungeon that was only a little way off the main road to the west. “That can’t be more than a couple of days’ ride away. If we use my ice wraiths to fly there, we can probably get there in a day or even less. Then this one here—that’s about the same distance away. If we can open this one, then this one, then go to this one here, we will open up a portal pathway between our current location and this city on the western coast.”                
 
    “This is a good plan,” she said. “Then, we could return through the portals to our current location and work our way eastward as far as my father’s lands at Wardlake.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “Then down here,” he continued, “toward Oakwood. This one, and this one, and then home again.”  
 
    “That will be fifteen—no, eighteen newly activated dungeons,” Melinda said. “Combine that with the one where we are now, and the two near Oakwood in the south that are already open, that will be twenty-one awakened dungeons in total.”  
 
    “And there are others along the way, here, here, and here, see? We could even end up with more along the east-west road if we’re willing to do the work. That’s got to shake things up a bit at least,” Jack said with a grin. “Are you up for it?”  
 
    Melinda’s eyes flashed with sudden mischievous excitement. “Definitely. Just the two of us?”  
 
    “I think so, don’t you?” Jack said. “We’ll travel faster, and Lachlan has work to do. And Hannah…”  
 
    “We barely know her,” Melinda said quickly.  
 
    He thought that he might be beginning to understand why Melinda was less than keen on Hannah. Did she see Hannah as a rival for his affection? The thought made him feel good, though he couldn’t quite say in what way exactly. 
 
    “I agree,” he said, stifling a grin. “You and I alone will be best.”  
 
    “When do you want to leave?” 
 
    “I don’t see any reason to delay. Let’s go talk to Lachlan right now.”  
 
    In his study up on the first floor, Lachlan heard them out in full and then agreed that it was the best idea. He explained that he was trying to find out where Elena was trapped. Hannah could rest and help him with that. 
 
    Then he stood and put one hand on Jack’s shoulder, and another on Melinda’s. “You two have done so well, and you’ve learned so much,” he said. “I believe that if you succeed in this, the time will have come to start calling you journeymen, at least. You will no longer be just my apprentices, that much is for certain.”  
 
    The sight of his grin, with his gleaming teeth and yellow cat’s eyes within his red and black striped face would have been alarming to anyone who didn’t know him well. “It’s time for you both to set out on your own and cause a little disruption. The forces of magic have been too complacent in recent years. It takes the coming of the Aetherborn to stir the pot, and that’s no bad thing.”  
 
    The Aetherborn, and the last apprentice of the red and the black, Jack thought, remembering the strange prophetic title that Sheobeth had given to Melinda. But he didn’t say anything, because he didn’t want to leave Lachlan with more to worry about just when they were leaving. Whatever Melinda being the “last apprentice” meant—a description that didn’t sound like it boded her well—Jack would do everything in his power to protect her. He would look out for her. They would look out for each other. 
 
    Soon after, they had said their goodbyes, packed some supplies, and were on the road, heading down the hill with the great bulk of the Shadow Tower looming up behind them in the dusk.  
 
    “Melinda,” Jack said as they headed through the woods. “Remember that thing Sheobeth called you—the last apprentice of the red and black?”  
 
    “Sure,” Melinda said. “I didn’t like the sound of it then, and I don’t like the sound of it any more now.”  
 
     “What do you think it means? It sounds like a dark prophecy in some way.”  
 
    “I thought so at first,” she said. “But now I’m not so sure.”  
 
    They got to the bottom of the hill and started up the road toward the Fordwatch dungeon.  
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Think about it this way. You’re destined to destroy the source of all evil magic, right? So, if we succeed, there won’t be any more warlocks. All it might mean is that I might be the last one who will learn the magic!”  
 
    “You’re right, of course,” Jack said, his mood lifting. “I hadn’t thought of it that way! I just thought… well, I thought maybe it meant something bad for you personally.”  
 
    “I don’t feel that way,” she replied firmly. I think that whatever happens, the destruction of the source of all evil magic has got to be a good thing, even if it does mean no more warlocks.”  
 
    “Even if it means you lose your warlock powers?”  
 
    She thought a moment before answering. “Yes, I think so. Lachlan and I might use our powers for benevolent ends, but we don’t know how others use that same power. Roland Redhands used his in evil ways, and then there’s this King Bain and his Black Hand group. They don’t sound like they’re particularly nice people. So yes, even if it meant giving up my power, I would help you to destroy the source of all evil magic.”  
 
    “I wonder what it actually is?” Jack mused. “Hannah said the source is the demon realms, but how do we go about destroying them?”  
 
    “What the answer to that question is,” Melinda said, “I truly have no idea.”  
 
    They reached the opening to the dungeon, walking the rest of the way in silence and musing on their destiny, each lost in their own thoughts.  
 
    The dungeon entrance was a carved stone doorway, as tall as a man and wide enough to let four men enter side by side. It yawned dark and forbidding on the wide, gently sloping hillside of grassy lawn that ran down from it to the tree line.  
 
    Magic radiated from it like a note from a deep woodwind instrument blowing just below the edge of hearing. Even just standing near it gave Jack a feeling of butterflies in his belly.  
 
    “This place has power,” Melinda said quietly.  
 
    Jack nodded in silent agreement, glad that she felt it too.  
 
    They were not alone. Scattered around the grassy lawn were various groups of adventurers. A dungeon’s function in the world always revolved around adventurers. Brave groups of people would come from far and wide to try their hand in the dungeon’s chambers. They would fight unique monsters, and every time they killed a monster it would drop loot—gold, gems, sometimes even a special weapon or a powerful magic potion.  
 
    In return, the dungeon fed off the energy that the adventurers expended during their run within its chambers. It stored the energy in its core crystal, where the animating spirit of the place dwelt. Then, as soon as the adventurers were done, it would use the energy to create new chambers, new monsters, and new experiences for adventurers to enjoy.  
 
    Dungeon runners rarely died in dungeons. It was in the dungeon’s interest to keep them alive and keep them coming back, after all. There was a balance to be struck between a challenging experience for the adventurers to hone their skill against, and not letting the experience become too deadly that no one would ever try their chances.  
 
    Now, the dungeon was sleeping—digesting its day’s worth of energy—but there were teams of adventurers camped at various points on the hillside awaiting the dawn. In the morning, the dungeon would be ready to go again and the adventurers would take turns or team up in new and interesting combinations to fight the traps and monsters that the dungeon would challenge them with.  
 
    And so, the cycle continued.  
 
    This was the Fordwatch dungeon, and it was the first dungeon Jack had ever reawakened. He smiled. The people in nearby Fordwatch village were making a fortune charging a small percentage of the adventurers’ loot, and selling rooms and ale to road-weary travelers who came to see the new marvel. Word had traveled fast. Apparently, Fordwatch had sprouted two new inns since the dungeon had awakened.  
 
    New houses were being built by people who wanted to move in and take advantage of the trade in dungeon loot. The nearby larger town of Trader’s Crossing was getting in on the action too, with new homes, and new businesses to cater to the new trade goods. There was even talk of a dungeon adventurers’ guild being set up in Trader’s Crossing, and that was something that had not been seen in the Noonlands in living memory. The Noonlands—the continent in which Jack and Melinda lived—was large. In the old days there had been many dungeons in the Noonlands, but no one living now remembered them.  
 
    The adventurers camped out here, and the growth in the nearby village, showed that the reappearance of the dungeons was already having a far-reaching impact.  
 
    “All this,” Jack thought, “all this from one dungeon. What will happen once we activate twenty dungeons? Or forty? Or a hundred?”  
 
    He was under no illusions about the reason why this dungeon had been able to carry on so freely. The only reason was that Fordwatch and Trader’s Crossing were so far north of the King’s City on the south coast at Seaport. King Aaron of the Noonlands generally gave little heed to goings on in the north, so long as the taxes kept flowing in. He was mostly concerned with his lucrative sea trade with the spice coasts to the south. But Jack guessed that the news of this northern dungeon would reach him before long, and he would be unable to resist the prospect of getting involved in such a lucrative enterprise.  
 
    “What the long-term consequences of this will be, I can’t tell,” he thought, “but it’s my destiny to awaken them, and all I have to go on is my intuition. And that tells me that I’m on the right track.”  
 
    “This is the right thing to do,” Melinda said out loud. Her words so clearly echoed Jack’s thought that he glanced at her quickly, wondering if she’d somehow read his mind. She wasn’t looking at him. Instead, she was gazing up at the dungeon entrance.  
 
    Nearby where they stood, just on the edge of the tree line, there was a group of adventurers. They were camped out by a fallen tree. Most of them were asleep, but one old grizzled veteran sat watch by a crackling campfire.  
 
    “Dungeon’s closed,” the old fighter informed them. “It closes overnight and reopens in the morning. Every day it’s a bit different. If you want to fight it, you’ll have to wait until the morning, and with the number of people here already you might have a couple of days’ wait. It’s worth it though, don’t get me wrong! I’m not trying to discourage you, but you seem overly young for this kind of thing. Is it your first time in a dungeon?”  
 
    Melinda and Jack looked at each other and smiled, but Jack gave a tiny shake of his head and he could see that Melinda understood his meaning. If this chatty old fighter believed that she and Jack were newbie adventurers, Jack wanted to let him go on thinking that.  
 
    “Oh, we’re not here to fight,” Jack said. “We’ll leave that to the experts. We were just passing through and wanted to have a look.”  
 
    “Ah, I understand that,” the old man said. “It’s a miracle, that’s what it is. A miracle and a blessing for folks like me.” He turned his head to one side and spat into the undergrowth. “It’s been a hard few years for fighters. Peace and plenty may be well and good for most folks, but for a man who has to swing a sword for a living, well, you can understand.”  
 
    “I can see how the dungeons must be a blessing to folks like that, to be sure!” Jack said. “And there must be more fighters getting ready to run dungeons now too, I guess?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” the man said. “Too many. Now word has spread and the guild is becoming active, everyone wants in on the action.”  
 
    “How’s the guild coming along?” Jack asked, a sudden thought occurring to him. “I heard it was proposed—what’s the progress?”  
 
    “It’s well established now,” the man replied. “It started in the upper room of an inn off the high street in Trader’s Crossing, but now they’ve gotten a whole floor in the Trader’s Crossing guild house, and there’s talk of making a whole building for them. The number of adventurers is growing fast.”  
 
    “And are you in the guild?”  
 
    The old fighter chuckled. “Why, I’m a founder member! I’m not on the decision-making council, but I know how these things work. Chances are, dungeon running is going to be limited to guild members within the month, and there will be limited places available as a member. Fighting’s my life. When I heard the guild was starting, I made sure to get involved as quickly as I could.”  
 
    “Sounds sensible,” Jack said. “I’m Jack, and this is Melinda. And what’s your name?”  
 
    “Ah, I’m Brand. Brand the Blade, they call me.” Brand stood and stepped up to Jack, extending his calloused sword hand. Jack shook with him, and then Brand gave Melinda a surprisingly courtly bow. “Pleased to meet you both,” he said. “And now if you’ll excuse me, it’s the end of my watch and time for me to wake one of my sluggard companions to take over!”  
 
    “Just one thing before you go,” Jack said to Brand.  
 
    “Yes?” the man said, turning back to look curiously at Jack.  
 
    “There’s some news that you should know, and that you should share with the guild. Some news that will be of interest to all adventurers.”  
 
    “What’s that then?” Brand asked, paying keen attention now. 
 
    “Just this. Soon, the guild will have less need to limit its members. This will not be the only dungeon available before long. I believe that by the time this winter is finished and the spring buds are on the trees, there will be active dungeons all across the north of the Noonlands, and there will need to be adventurers and guildsfolk to match!”  
 
    Brand raised an eyebrow skeptically. “That sounds a little too good to be true,” he said. “And I confess, I’m not sure how a lad like you would have such news. Where does this come from?”  
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t tell you now,” Jack said, giving Brand a wink. “But I guarantee it. By the time the spring comes, dungeons will have returned to the Noonlands in force. Gather your fighter friends and build your guilds! The world is changing, and you will be the first to know about it!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They left Brand the fighter looking bemused next to his glowing campfire. As soon as they got out of earshot, Jack stopped and bent double, laughing silently and holding his sides.  
 
    “Silly,” Melinda chuckled. “Come on, they’ll hear you.” 
 
    “Whoo!” Jack gasped, his mirth receding a little. “Sorry. But did you see the look on his face?”  
 
    Melinda laughed. “Yes. And I think that was a brilliant idea, to be honest.”  
 
    “Good,” Jack said, growing serious again. “I think it’s going to be an integral part of success in this venture. The guildsmen, the fighters, the trade routes and new trade goods that the dungeons bring to the world—we’ll be bringing radical changes everywhere we go.”  
 
    “Probably in ways we can’t even predict,” Melinda said.  
 
    Jack nodded. “Exactly. And if that’s going to be the case, then establishing good relations with the guilds and keeping up to date with their development is going to be important.”  
 
    “And how are you planning to go about that?” 
 
    “I’m not certain yet,” Jack said with a frown. “The temptation to reveal myself to the guilds is certainly strong, but I think that may not be such a good plan, at least not yet. We still don’t know what the story is with Nightvale, and until things are clearer with what’s going on there I think it makes the most sense to keep a low profile. I could present myself as a traveling adventurer and tell the guilds about the new dungeons that way, but the deception would be clumsy.”  
 
    “Now that you’ve met Brand and given him that teaser, in all likelihood he’ll investigate any message coming from you. Once we activate the next dungeon, send him a message at the Trader’s Crossing guild house. He’ll not ignore it, I’d be willing to bet money on that. Once they investigate and find out it’s true, they won’t care how you know!”  
 
     “That’s probably the simplest way of doing it. Good thinking!”  
 
    “Always happy to help,” Melinda said, giving him a demure smile and fluttering her eyelashes at him. 
 
    They laughed. Jack expected another of those awkward moments, but it didn’t come. They were just friends, having a laugh and planning their next step.  
 
    “Come on,” Jack said, looking up at the night sky. “Let’s make a move.”  
 
    He drew on the now—familiar ice wraith pathway within his mana pool, letting the mana stored in his pool flow through the spell and out to the tips of his fingers. Then, with a slight effort, he pushed the mana out and forward. Pure magic flowed from his fingertips and hit the ground a few feet away, and immediately a patch of ice appeared on the muddy ground. It gleamed white in the dimness under the trees, and after a moment there was a crackling noise like ice on a frozen pool cracking underfoot.  
 
    Something began to rise out of the ice, and Jack pushed a little more mana into the spell to speed the process along. It had been a while since he’d done any summoning. It was immensely satisfying. His magic responded to him like the strings of an instrument under the fingers of a master player, singing out in strong, familiar patterns and diverting into unexpected byways.  
 
    Melinda gasped when the wraith slowly rose from the ice, as if dragged up by a string.  
 
    Jack reveled in the deep satisfaction he got from using his powers. He had all the powers of a dungeon spirit, but the powers were contained in the body and mind of a man, rather than in a crystal fixed in place in a dungeon. Jack could summon and direct monsters, and even set traps in his environment, and he could absorb new items and monsters and recreate them again using only pure magic. This marvelous power was unheard of until the advent of the Aetherborn. 
 
    ‘Aetherborn’ was what that dungeon core called him, right before it granted Jack this power. He absorbed that dungeon core, and his life had changed forever.  
 
    Magic crackled in the air when the ice wraith was fully materialized. It hovered before Jack, ready for his command. It was big, nearly seven feet tall, but its body was ill-defined and wraithlike, as if it were made of mist that had drawn together and solidified, but always seemed to be on the verge of dissipating. Through its translucent body Jack could see the outline of the trees behind it.  
 
    The creature had no legs or feet—its floating body ended in a ragged wisp of fading mist a few inches off the ground. It did have a face of sorts—a dark, shaded space atop the misty body, with only two white, icy gleams where the eyes should be and no other clear facial features. When Jack had first encountered and absorbed the ice wraith, its face had been ugly, skull-like, and demonic. It had slowly changed after being stored in his library of summoning spells, however. The evil face had gone, to be replaced by this eerie shadowed head. It was still creepy—the ice wraith looked like… well, like a wraith. But the sense of pure, unadulterated evil had left it, and it now had the appearance of a benign ghost.  
 
    Its two long arms hung gently down by its sides. They were skeletal—very thin and very black, more like bare tree branches in winter than like arms. There was no sign of hands, but Jack knew that if the wraith was in battle mode it would sprout long, deadly, razor-sharp talons.  
 
    But the most impressive—and arguably the most useful—feature of the wraiths was that they could fly, and so they could be used as mounts. And they were fast, much faster than a horse on the ground would have been. Jack had used them more than once to get quickly from place to place.  
 
    Lachlan warned him once that as a summoner, he should be wary of using his summoned monsters as beasts of burden or for other mundane purposes, but he had not been explicit about what exactly would go wrong. So far, there had been no negative consequences, and riding on the wraiths was so useful and saved so much time that it was hard to turn it down as an option.  
 
    He repeated the spell to create another wraith, for Melinda to ride. Soon enough, a second, slightly smaller wraith appeared beside the first.  
 
    There was an invisible link between Jack and the wraiths. He used this link to command them, communicate with them, and guide them. They still had a will of their own, and could defend themselves and take independent action if needed, but they would also do what Jack asked without question or hesitation. When one was destroyed, the mana that it was created from was reabsorbed into Jack’s pool, and a new one could be immediately produced.  
 
    With a glance and a nod, Melinda and Jack stepped forward together. Jack became aware of a magical connection that was appearing between Melinda and the smaller of the two wraiths. That was interesting. This way the wraith would know what she needed, which was obviously most useful, as she was going to be its rider. He smiled as the wraiths floated down into a more horizontal position, presenting their backs like trained horses getting ready to be ridden on a mission.  
 
    As he mounted his wraith, Jack heard a sudden gasp and a cry from back up the path. The two wraiths immediately rose into the air, and Jack looked to see the source of the cry. 
 
    “It’s Brand!” Melinda said from the back of her wraith. “He’s followed us!”  
 
    “By death’s eyes!” Brand muttered as the band of adventurers closed in. “This is the lad I was telling you about. Look at that, he’s riding a ghost!”  
 
    “Ghostrider!” The others called. “Jack the Ghostrider!”  
 
    Jack urged his wraith toward them, then pulled up.  
 
    “Adventurers!” he cried. “The world is changing. Prepare yourselves for the arrival of new dungeons! Keep watch at the guild for a message from me, and pay attention when it comes!” 
 
    With that, he turned his wraith upwards and rose with sudden speed towards and past the treetops. Melinda let out a whoop of sheer delight as her wraith followed, taking its cue from Jack’s. The sky above glittered with a million stars and the new moon hung low in the sky far off to the east. They were heading west, away from the moon and toward the sea.  
 
    It was freezing cold in the air above the trees. They hunkered down on the backs of the ice wraiths as the wind whistled by their ears, making it impossible to talk. The wind drew tears from their eyes and made their cheeks sting and their fingers go numb even through their woolen gloves—but it was incredibly exhilarating too.  
 
    Within minutes, they’d passed Trader’s Crossing on their right and were heading northwest, following the dark ribbon of the road as it spun out between the patchwork of farm fields and woodlands below them. The dungeon Jack was looking for was a ways off still, he knew, off to the left of the road, near the source of a stream.  
 
    He decided to use his magic senses, so they could find the most direct route.  
 
    His magical awareness gently settled over his regular senses. He became more aware of the presence and power that drove the wraith, of the connection between himself and the wraith, and even of the lifeforce of Melinda beside him. 
 
    And there was something else. 
 
    It was Melinda’s magic. What was she doing? 
 
    He looked at her, seeing her with his eyes at the same time as he sensed the contours of her life force and the working of her magic spell. What on earth…? 
 
    Despite the cold, Melinda was sitting up on her wraith. Her hood was pushed back, and her gleaming hair was being blown back in the wind. She looked totally at ease.  
 
    With an effort, Jack brought his magical awareness into sharper focus, and then it hit him. She was doing fire magic! He could see it, a flowing, gyrating loop of power that moved through her body, from her head to her hands, through her feet and the tips of her fingers. 
 
    Brilliant! he though, and immediately summoned fire from his own mana pool.  
 
    It was tricky—Jack was more used to sending magic out from himself. He was much more of an external mage than an internal mage, and activating a spell but keeping it within the confines of his own body was something he hadn’t practiced all that much.  
 
    Now, he moved the spell slowly, carefully, steadily as he increased the power that flowed through it and the rate at which it moved through his body. It was like setting a wheel spinning, Jack thought. The spell was like a mill wheel, the magic like the water that turned it, Jack himself like the rain feeding the stream. He smiled, and let some more magic flow through. 
 
    The effects were immediate. It felt amazing. Warmth flowed through him and he suddenly felt as comfortable as if he had just slipped into a warm bath. He straightened his back, loosened his grip on the wraith, and pushed his hood back. He’d not realized how tense he’d been, straining against the cold.  
 
    Now he opened himself up to the night. Here he was, flying through the air under the mighty stars, a staunch friend at his side and immense power at his fingertips. What could be better? Sure, there would be challenges to overcome, difficulties and dangers to face. Perhaps they would even fail at their task. But none of that could change the fact that this moment right here was perfect. 
 
    He grinned across the gap at Melinda—and she was turning to look at him just in that same moment. The howling of the wind in their ears made it impossible to speak, but they did not need to. He could see in her eyes that she felt the same as he did.  
 
    Laughing with the sheer joy and wonder of it all, they sped on into the night.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dawn was breaking over the land when Jack saw what he was looking for—a bend in the road that he recognized from the map. He slowed down and edged closer to Melinda. She slowed her speed as well, scanning the ground below as the light broke like a golden wave across the endless landscape before them. 
 
    “Down there!” he called through the still-rushing wind. “Just where the road bends north! That’s where we’re going!”  
 
    Melinda nodded and adjusted her course. Jack quickly looked up and down the road and saw nothing. Then he let his magical senses take over and did it again. He could see the lifeforce of small animals in the undergrowth and scrubby woodland on either side of the road, but there was no sign of any people.  
 
    “All clear,” he called and then sent his wraith into a dive. Moments later, he landed beside Melinda on the hard packed dirt of the road.  
 
    “Winter is well and truly here,” Melinda said, looking around. The road was frozen beneath their feet, and pockets of frost still glittered in shadows that the sun had not yet reached. In the distance, a range of hills were topped with a white dusting of snow.  
 
    “I liked that trick of yours with the Internal Fire magic,” Jack said. 
 
    “I came up with it ages ago, back when we were on the frozen plain at Skalgaard, but I forgot all about it until we took off on those wraiths,” Melinda said.  
 
    “Speaking of wraiths…” Jack said, and extended a hand toward the two tall, pale figures who waited patiently nearby. As he focused his will on them, they disintegrated into formless clouds of cold mist. The mist moved slowly toward Jack’s hand, then faster and faster, like debris being pulled toward a waterfall on an inexorable current. Then, the mist flowed into the palm of Jack’s hand, and he felt the rush of mana refilling in his pool, followed by a deep satisfaction at the slight increase in his powers. 
 
    Every time he used his powers, they got slightly stronger. When he had first begun to summon monsters he had only been able to create one at a time. With practice, he got up to three, and more recently he found he was able to maintain five at a time.  
 
    Careful management of his mana pool was very important, however. It wasn’t a good idea to summon five creatures every time. Jack had other spells that he could use—blasts of fire, water, ice, or stone, or trap setting. All these things required mana. It was important to maintain some in reserve.  
 
    He knew what could happen when a mage drained their entire mana pool. He had seen it happen, and it wasn’t pretty. Melinda’s pool had been drained nearly empty back at the start of her training, and Lachlan’s had been almost empty after he’d been accidentally pulled through a portal and attacked by an aether monster. Both times, the recovery had taken days and days, leaving the mage in a deeply weakened state. Mana regenerated quickly in a mage’s pool, and the fuller the pool was, the quicker the mana regenerated, but when it was nearly empty it took longer. If it emptied completely, the shock could kill the mage outright.  
 
    It wasn’t good to be too liberal with that resource, not until the situation was truly desperate.  
 
    “Ah, it feels wonderful to do some summoning again,” Jack said. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “I guess you’ve been concentrating on other skills,” Melinda replied. “Where’s this dungeon? Let’s get a look at that map.”  
 
    Jack pulled the map out from a fold in his cloak and unrolled it. He could not see the dungeon with his magical awareness because it was not active. He could have used Guiding Light to find it, but the map worked just as well. They both leaned over to look at it, and Jack moved his position so the sun fell on it. They could see the bend in the road where they stood. South of their position was a black cross with a circle—the symbol the map used to represent the dungeons.  
 
    There were several of these black symbols, and a few golden ones. The latter represented dungeons that were currently active, the former the dormant ones. The color of the symbols on the map changed automatically when the status of the dungeon changed. Through some magic neither Jack nor Melinda understood, the map was connected to the dungeons. It was an impressive item, and very useful.  
 
    Melinda turned away and shaded her eyes, looking south. “Over there,” she said. “By that hill, I’d guess. Let’s go.”  
 
    Jack and Melinda stepped off the road and crunched their way through the remains of summer grasses now turned to crisp yellow straw. They didn’t tarnish the peaceful silence of the place with any words. Jack imagined this must be a beautiful, wild part of the Noonlands in the summer. 
 
    The sun had climbed up in the clear blue sky when they reached the hill. The air was still freezing, however, and they could see their breath steaming in the crisp morning.  
 
    Jack was still using the internal heat magic, and he could tell that Melinda was too. Though it was a small spell, it took some concentration to keep it going.  
 
    “I’m going to stop the heat magic,” he said. “I want to have all my resources available.”  
 
    “Good idea,” Melinda said. “Actually, I think I’m going to discard my glamor too. Don’t be alarmed, but I should warn you that the red and black has advanced quite a way since you last saw me without my glamor spell.”  
 
    Jack looked at Melinda and her form shimmered momentarily, the way a reflection in a still pool shimmers in a breath of wind. As the wavering passed, her fair skin and bright blonde hair smeared for a moment like a painting that has been wiped with a wet sponge. Then it was gone, and the Melinda who remained was—without any doubt—an adherent of the red and the black.  
 
    Her patterning was beautiful in a dramatic, fearful way. Thick tiger stripes of fierce red and midnight black curled across every inch of her exposed skin. Streaks of the same colors begin at her hairline and ran back across her head, each one as thick as the next.  
 
    But it was the eyes that were the most striking. Melinda’s eyes were normally a bright, fresh-washed green, the green of a clipped lawn under a summer sky. But now, they were like Lachlan’s—cat’s eyes, golden yellow with a slitted, black pupil. When she blinked, an inner eyelid flipped horizontally across her eyeball and back just before her outer lid dropped.  
 
    “I’m still me,” she said in a small voice—Jack realized he was staring. “I know it looks strange, but I’m not changed on the inside.” She sounded unutterably sad all of a sudden, and the tone of it pierced Jack to the heart.  
 
    He stepped forward, driven by pure emotion, and swiftly put his arms around her. He hugged her tight, and after a moment she hugged him back.  
 
    “I think you look awesome,” he said into her ear.  
 
    “Really?” she said against his shoulder.  
 
    “Really. You’ve done so well to learn the magic, and you look great with your glamor and without it.”  
 
    She laughed and stepped away. He was a little taller than her, and she had to tilt her head up slightly to look into his face. She wiped a tear away from her gleaming yellow eyes.  
 
    “Jack…” she said, then stopped.  
 
    “Yes?” he asked after a moment.  
 
    She stepped away, smiling shily downward, before curtly shaking her head. “Let’s find that dungeon,” she said.  
 
    Jack figured that if she had something she wanted to say, she would do so in her own good time, so he didn’t press her.  
 
    “Good idea,” was all he said. “Now that I’ve stopped using the Internal Fire, I’m cooling down fast.”  
 
    “Internal Fire,” she said in a considering voice, putting some emphasis on the words. “It sounds good as a title for the spell, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “It sure does,” Jack said.  
 
    She looked him up and down, then frowned. “Where’s your spear?” she asked.  
 
    “Hah! Did I forget to tell you? You’re not the only one who has come up with new spells recently. My spear is my go-to weapon if I need one, but it’s a bit clumsy to carry about all the time, so I absorbed it, and now I can summon it with just a little bit of mana. The best part is that for some reason, it doesn’t take any mana to maintain. Once it’s summoned, it’s there and that’s it. When I’m done with it, I can just reabsorb it again.”  
 
    Melinda raised her eyebrows and nodded, impressed. “Show me!” she asked in an excited voice. “You can’t tell me that and then not let me see!”  
 
    Still grinning, Jack struck a pose and stuck his hand out into the air. The mana flowed up and down from his palm, shining like polished silver as it solidified into the shape of his spear, a long shaft of mountain ash topped with a broad, leaf-shaped blade. Below the main blade, two smaller ones extended out and up on either side, like the horns of a bull.  
 
    “Nice!” Melinda said. “It looks… I don’t know… better than before somehow.”  
 
    “Yes,” Jack said, looking at the spear. She was right. It now had several small details that it had not had before—a bit of engraving to improve the grip, and a line of gold rings wrapping the shaft just below the blade. “I think it’s an effect of my magic,” he said. “Recently, I’ve noticed this—stuff just seems to improve of its own accord over time. Like the wraiths—they look less creepy than before, and they’re bigger and faster too. And did you notice the map has a bit more detail on it than it did when we first got it?”  
 
    “I did,” she said, amazed. “But I just assumed I was making a mistake. After all, it doesn’t seem possible!” 
 
    “With magic, I’m starting to think anything is possible.”  
 
    Melinda looked from Jack’s spear to the direction of the dungeon. “I’m starting to think you might be right,” she said.  
 
    Spear in hand, Jack led the way around the hill. He was looking for an entrance, even just a collapsed or broken-down doorway, but there was no sign of anything. Then he spotted it—a slab of stone, half-buried under decades of growth of grass and moss.  
 
    “There,” he said with sudden certainty. “That’s the entrance there.”  
 
    They both hurried forward, and Melinda crouched and began to clear the vegetation from the slab. Jack joined her, and after a few minutes they were looking at a clean, rectangular block of stone about six feet by three and at least a foot thick.  
 
    “That’s one big slab!” Jack said, standing and wiping his brow.  
 
    “I don’t see how it brings us any closer to the dungeon,” Melinda said. She was wiping the dirt from her hands with a rag.  
 
    “I think we need to lift it,” Jack said. “Let’s see if we can do it without resorting to magic.”  
 
    Melinda looked doubtful, but together they got down next to the top corner, stuck their fingers under the edge and braced themselves.  
 
    “One… two… three!” Jack said. They both heaved upward, and to their great surprise the stone shifted.  
 
    “I felt it move!” Melinda said.  
 
    “Me too! Let’s go again!”  
 
    Again they heaved at the stone, and this time the most unexpected thing happened. It swung upward like a door on a sprung hinge, leaving their grip as its own momentum raised it up until it stood at a right angle to the ground!  
 
    The shock of having the slab swing up on its own sent them both stumbling back, but after a moment they righted themselves and stepped forward to look again. The morning sun shone down into the dark hole that had been revealed. A flight of broad stone steps led straight down into utter darkness.  
 
    “Looks like we did it,” Melinda said, looking doubtfully down into the depths. “After you, I think.”  
 
    Jack gave her a wry look and rolled his eyes. “What about ‘ladies first?’”  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think that counts when it’s a creepy dark dungeon entrance you’re talking about. Then I think it’s ‘dungeon masters first.’ Don’t worry, I’ll be right behind you.”  
 
    “Good to know you’ve got my back,” Jack said, and he meant it.  
 
    Gripping his spear, he put his foot on the top step. He sniffed. Damp stone, cold earth, nothing worse than that. He shrugged once, then began to descend.  
 
    Melinda followed him down the steps. The flight was steep and it plunged straight downward, and it was not long before the gleam of light from up the stairs behind them had entirely vanished. Jack conjured his Guiding Light spell, but Melinda unslung her pack from her back.  
 
    “Here,” she said. “Let’s go the traditional approach.”  
 
    She held out a torch made of pitch pine with a bundle of oily rags tied around the top.  
 
    “Well, it’s not actually all that traditional,” she grinned.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Jack asked, taking his torch and reaching in his pouch to get a flint and striker.  
 
    “I mean they’re not regular torches. They don’t go out, and they don’t burn the user if you touch the flame. They don’t smell of flammable oil either, not the way normal torches do. Best of all…” 
 
    She was holding the torch in her right hand. Now, she reached out toward the torch with her left hand, gripped the top, and said, “Ignite!” in a commanding tone.  
 
    Jack’s eyes widened as Melinda’s torch immediately flared into a bright, steady flame.  
 
    “Try it!” she urged. “You don’t need to use mana or anything. It’s great! Just grip it and say the word, and you’re on!”  
 
    “This is incredible,” he said, before propping his spear against the wall, holding the torch in his right hand, and gripping the top of the torch firmly with his left. The—apparently—oiled rags that wrapped the top crinkled under his hand just as he would have expected them to, but as Melinda had said, they did not smell at all, nor did they seem to leave a residue on his glove. 
 
    “Ignite!” he commanded the torch, and instantly there was flame burning from the end. It took an effort of will for Jack to keep his hand there for a moment, but he did so and found that, as Melinda had said, the flame did not burn him. 
 
    “It’s amazing!” Jack said. “It’s not even like they have been lit, not like normal torches. It’s as if the flame was always there, and the command just makes it visible! Where on earth did you get them? What are they?”  
 
    “Hannah gave me them,” Melinda admitted. “Before we left. She said they’re torches made with Nightvale magic, and she showed me how to use them.”  
 
    “Great!” Jack said, glad to see that Melinda was getting over her dislike of Hannah of her own accord.  
 
    With the benefit of the new torches, they could see a lot better. The steep stairs and the stone walled corridor were in perfect condition, looking as if they had never been used. The stairs were not worn at all, and despite the smell of damp earth that filled their nostrils the whole place seemed to be bone dry.  
 
    “It’s warmer down here than it was up above,” Melinda observed as they moved steadily down. “I wonder how far this stairway goes?”  
 
    “It’s certainly starting to feel odd,” Jack said. “I’ve never seen a dungeon this deep underground.” 
 
    Jack was almost ready to propose that they stop and take a break when he saw a glow of light from below. He pointed down. “See that?”  
 
    “I see it,” Melinda said. “Be careful.”  
 
    They made their way slowly and warily downward, the light getting brighter and brighter as they approached. When at last they reached the bottom, they saw the source. It was a crystal, sitting in a stone fitting shaped like a monstrous claw.  
 
    “Wow,” Melinda said. “Look at that!”  
 
    “The light we saw,” Jack said. “It was just the light of our torches reflecting off the crystal.”  
 
    “That’s the dungeon crystal?” Melinda asked. “It looks dead!”  
 
    “I think it’s just dormant,” Jack said. “Remember at the dungeon near Oakwood where we got the map? That was a dead dungeon. No crystal, and no sense of magic in the air. This place has a crystal and is buzzing with magic. Can’t you feel it?”  
 
    She gazed into space for a moment and Jack knew she was searching for the magic herself. Then she nodded slowly. “You’re right,” she said. “I can feel it.”  
 
    “The crystals have all been dormant for hundreds of years,” Jack said. “Maybe even longer. But the spirits still sleep within them. All it takes to awaken them is to show them an example of summoning. Then they remember what to do.”  
 
    With that, Jack leaned forward and extended a hand. Glowing light shone in three patches on the well-laid granite flagstones as Jack summoned three armored skeletons from his mana pool.  
 
    The armored skeletons were some of the first monsters he’d learned to summon, and because of that they had a special place in his heart. He smiled as the creepy skeletal forms of the deathly warriors clambered up from the light patches in the ground, as if they were climbing up from their very graves.  
 
    When he had first learned to summon them and added them to his library of summonable creatures, the armored skeletons were not as impressive a sight as they were now. Then, they had been moldering skeletons in rusty chainmail and battered half helms, with bare bony legs and swords that looked as if they’d been buried in a crypt for a hundred years.  
 
    Now, they wore steel chainmail over oiled leather hauberks that gleamed as if they came fresh from the armorer’s shop. Their swords were keen and sharp, without a speck of rust, and instead of cracked half helms they wore full helmets that looked well-built and more than able to resist a powerful blow.  
 
    Even their faces had changed. They were no longer worn and rotten-looking bones—they gleamed like polished ivory, and there was a suggestion of metallic shine around the edges of the skulls, running along the angles of the jaw and cheekbones, almost as if the very skeletons were made out of steel. 
 
    Deep in their empty eye sockets there gleamed a pale light.  
 
    And then, suddenly, there was a blinding white flash. Jack and Melinda instinctively raised their hands to shield their eyes against the glare.  
 
    “Who comes to disturb my rest?” a voice boomed out in the small chamber. “I should be sleeping until the return of the Aetherborn! Who are you to summon monsters in my presence?”  
 
    “He sounds angry…” Melinda said, taking a step backward.  
 
    “I am the Aetherbor—” Jack tried to say.  
 
    “Silence, insolent mortal!” the dungeon roared. There was no point speaking—the voice drowned out all other sound. “You have disturbed my slumber, and now you shall die at my hand!”  
 
    “This wasn’t the plan!” Melinda said. She was looking around herself wildly, and Jack realized her predicament—there was no room for her to transform into her battle juggernaut form. That was Melinda’s go-to magic in a combat situation, but the corridor had narrowed as they descended. If she transformed here, she’d barely be able to move! 
 
    There was a steady rumbling noise, and Jack threw a glance behind him. All was clear back up the steps as far as he could see, but he was not sure he wanted to flee. He thought he could probably fight whatever this dungeon sent at him, but he was not sure Melinda could in her current form.  
 
    He thought fast, trying to focus despite the fact that the whole dungeon was shaking as if they were in the middle of a once-in-a-millennium earthquake. The crystal glowed with a fierce bright white light and Jack saw that it was no longer held in the grip of the stone claw on top of the plinth. It was floating, and it seemed to be leaning aggressively toward them like a man spoiling for a fight.  
 
    “Feel the power of my wrath!” it roared… and then, just as suddenly, retreated.  
 
    Jack almost laughed, and Melinda actually did, though her laugh was more than a bit shaky. The whole plinth hurried backward as if it were on wheels, and as it did so the space around them changed.  
 
    The steps behind them vanished, replaced by a blank stone wall. In front of them, the narrow corridor extended backward, and the dungeon crystal—plinth, stone claw and all—moved back and set itself up against the far wall. The space was still too narrow for Melinda to transform, however, and the sudden vanishing of the only visible exit was more than a little disturbing. 
 
    “You will die at my hand!” the dungeon roared again, its disembodied voice rolling and booming down the corridor at them. “I shall tear you limb from limb and feed upon your life force!”  
 
    Jack and Melinda waited. Nothing happened. The crystal floated above its plinth and still jabbed its pointy end at them aggressively, but nothing happened.  
 
    “Flee!” the dungeon commanded.  
 
    “You took away the exits,” Melinda said. “How can we flee without a door?”  
 
    There was a moment’s silence, then the dungeon roared again. “Speak not, foolish peon! You shall die at my… no, wait what are you doing!? Keep back! Keep back, I say!” 
 
    Jack gasped in surprise as Melinda squeezed suddenly past him, then watched in amazement and rising admiration as she strode straight down the corridor, right toward the dungeon crystal!  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No! Leave! Flee! I shall destroy your puny being! Leave me alone!” the dungeon roared, sounding less and less frightening the closer she got.  
 
    Melinda kept walking, advancing on the crystal until she stood right in front of it. She put one hand on her hip, her elbow bent, then raised her other hand and held it above the crystal.  
 
    “Nooo!” the dungeon howled. “No, no, please! Don’t destroy the crystal! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, you woke me up, that’s all, and I just… please! Anything I can grant you!” 
 
    Melinda raised her voice and yelled directly into the crystal at the top of her lungs. “If you’ll just stop with the shouting for a moment and listen!”  
 
    Suddenly everything was deadly silent in the room. The crystal stopped rotating and hung perfectly motionless. Melinda dropped her hand and her posture eased, and only then did Jack realize what a storm of magic had been blasting around inside the long, narrow chamber. The dungeon had been throwing everything it had at them, but all it had to throw was directionless energy. It hadn’t caused any direct harm, but it had affected him. Now that it had stopped, he felt very still. His mana flowed carefully to the tips of his fingers and he held his spear firmly but gently in his right hand. The three armored skeletons waited in a small knot just in front of him, looking toward the crystal and not moving.  
 
    “Are you listening?” Melinda said after a moment.  
 
    “Yes.” The dungeon’s voice had undergone a dramatic change. No longer did it boom and rattle around the chamber. It was meek and quiet as a mouse.  
 
    “Good,” Melinda said. “Here’s the situation. You’ve been asleep for a long time. We woke you up. We’re sorry we startled you, but we have a job to do. We’re reawakening the dungeons.”  
 
    “But… only the Aetherborn can reawaken the dungeons…”  
 
    Melinda half turned and pointed toward Jack. “Who do you think he is?” she asked.  
 
    The dungeon crystal leaned to one side, looking for all the world like a shy child peering round its mother’s skirts. Jack raised a hand and waved, then began to come forward.  
 
    “You’re him!” the dungeon said, its voice full of wonder. “I didn’t recognize you! I’m sorry, master!”  
 
    Jack laughed. “It’s all right,” he said. “Don’t worry. I understand that it can be disorienting to be woken up suddenly.”  
 
    Melinda rolled her eyes at Jack, and he grinned but resisted the temptation to laugh. He had become aware of the presence of the dungeon spirit. Now that it had stopped throwing all of its power at them, he could feel it there, through his magical senses.  
 
    “It’s a small thing,” he thought, then wondered if that was true. “Is it small? Or is it just tightly curled in on itself?”  
 
    “I’m going to come a little closer,” he said to the dungeon. “Is that all right?”  
 
    He felt a wave of assent from the spirit, and felt it uncurling a little as he approached. So he was right! It was just tightly curled in on itself.  
 
    “Approach,” the spirit said from inside the crystal, and this time it was a slightly deeper, more self-assured voice.  
 
    “Can you create a monster?” Jack said.  
 
    There was a pause, then Jack felt a tentative agreement coming from the dungeon.  
 
    “I think so,” it said in a humble voice, “but it’s been so long…”  
 
    “You can do it,” Jack said, putting feeling and belief into his voice. The poor creature was just confused. It would not take much to help it regain some confidence. Beneath the timid exterior, Jack could feel a great power lurking.  
 
    He waved a hand to make his armored skeletons come forward. They stomped along in a group behind him as he approached, their crystalline bone and gleaming steel rattling as their feet hit the floor.  
 
    “They are such nice monsters!” the dungeon marveled.  
 
    “I’m sure you have some equally great monsters,” Jack said gently. “Why don’t you give it a go?”  
 
    He was closer to the dungeon crystal now, and he could feel its effort. It was pushing toward something, reaching, stretching like a stiff person who has just woken up. Then, suddenly, something snapped.  
 
    Light flooded the dungeon, but it was not the bright, chaotic light of random magic that had shone from the crystal before. Now, it was a gleaming red light like the light of fire, and Jack felt the spirit inside the dungeon crystal suddenly unfurl into life like a dried flower dropped into warm water.  
 
    “Oh, yes, this is how it’s done!” the spirit suddenly cried, and its voice had lost the childlike, wondering tone. It had deepened and filled out. It sounded confident now, and strong.  
 
    Melinda stepped back from the crystal instinctively as heat began to flood from it, and she stepped up to put a hand on Jack’s arm. He reached out and covered her hand reassuringly.  
 
    There was a sudden rush of light and noise all around them as the whole chamber rippled and changed. Jack looked around in amazement and found that he was now standing in a wide-open chamber with a high, domed roof of carved stone. The pillar with the crystal now stood in the middle of the floor, flame and red light flickering through and around it.  
 
    The dungeon’s voice filled the chamber, and all traces of youth and naivety were gone from it. The voice crackled and roared like a bonfire.  
 
    “Aetherborn, you have restored me to myself!” it said gratefully. “Behold the power of my fire monsters!”  
 
    Flashes of flame lit up the shadowed far corners of the chamber, and suddenly there were sinister beings where there had been none before. They stood on two legs, upright like humans, but they burned all over as if they were made of fire. At the heart of the flames there were dark, shadowed figures. They were more like huge dogs than like people—long faces with sharp teeth gleaming in their jaws, and sharp spines running along their backs and projecting from the backs of their arms.  
 
    “Those look like demons!” Melinda said.  
 
    “Let’s see how fire holds up to ice!” Jack replied. 
 
    Jack was about to reabsorb his armored skeletons and summon ice wraiths instead when a new idea popped into his mind. Early on in his training he’d been taught how to Enhance things—creatures, plants, even small animals. He’d struggled to control the magic at the time, and as the new powers of his dungeon ability came to dominate, he’d let the Enhancement magic take a back seat. 
 
    But he remembered the form of it. It had hinged on applying a certain idea or concept to the thing that he was going to Enhance. He had used simple things, like size to make something grow bigger, or strength to increase its power. Now, he drew on the idea of ice that he knew intimately from summoning ice wraiths. But instead of summoning a wraith, he applied the idea of ice to his armored skeletons. 
 
    The results were stunning—Jack almost leaped up in the air in his excitement at the sight of the skeletons taking on the new power he’d given them. They were Enhanced into armored ice skeletons! 
 
    Their steel plate shimmered and changed as a thin coating of frost rushed across it and coated it completely. In the warm air of the chamber, thick clouds of water vapor streamed off the skeletons as they charged forward to do battle with the fire demons. But their ice coating did not melt! Even as they got closer, the ice on them grew thicker and stronger! 
 
    “The fire demons can’t even land a hit!” Melinda cried as she watched the three skeletons close with their infernal enemies.  
 
    She was right. The fire demons were armed with long swords made of flickering orange flames, and one of them had a short, cruel-looking whip that whistled in the air as the demon whirled it around and tried to bring it down with a crack on the nearest armored ice skeleton. But the ice that coated the skeleton did not melt. Instead, it thickened wherever a blow landed. There was a hiss and a burst of steam when the flame touched ice, but the fiery blades skipped across the frozen surface of the armor.  
 
    The fire demons’ elemental power, however, had no such ability to deflect the ice blows of the skeletons. The three skeletons fanned out, driving the fire demons to do the same. The skeletons took a couple of ineffective hits from the fire demons—Jack could see that the skeletons were getting the measure of their opponents.  
 
    Then the largest skeleton stepped in. It took a blow from a sword on its upper arm that sent a shower of sparks up in the air but didn’t do much damage. Then it swung its ice-bound sword up through the air in a two-handed grip and brought it down on the nearest fire demon’s head.  
 
    There was a deafening crack and the sword nearly cut the fire demon in half. Sparks and flame roared up as if from a bonfire, and there was a high-pitched, inhuman shriek that traveled up to the edge of hearing and then ceased abruptly. 
 
    The two remaining fire demons glanced away from their opponents for a moment, and that momentary lapse was all the opportunity Jack’s skeletons needed to step in and finish them.  
 
    There were another two eruptions of spark and flame, and the chamber was filled with vivid red light. It lit up the stone ceiling, and in a flash Jack saw that the whole chamber was intricately carved with beautiful and unbelievably detailed decorations.  
 
    Animals, human figures, monsters, plants, and abstract scrollwork were all clustered together in every available space. He heard Melinda’s gasp of amazement as the spectacle was revealed in all its glory.  
 
    “Magic,” Melinda said quietly. “I’ve never thought of it used in such a way—just for the creation of beauty for its own sake…”  
 
    She was gazing upward as the light from the fires faded.  
 
    Jack reached with his own magic toward the dungeon spirit and found it completely changed. It was silent, a deep feeling of peace, strength, and contentment radiating from it.  
 
    It said nothing.  
 
    Jack leaned toward Melinda and spoke quietly. “Can you feel that?” he asked.  
 
    “The dungeon?” she replied. “Yes, I can feel it. It’s completely restored to its former self.”  
 
    Jack smiled. “We did it.”  
 
    “You did it, you mean,” she said with a laugh.  
 
    “I don’t think so!” Jack said. “Without you taking the initiative back there, I’m not sure how that would have gone.”  
 
    “Team effort?” she said, and gave his arm a squeeze.  
 
    “Team effort,” he agreed, then pointed off to the far right-hand side of the wide chamber. “And there’s the exit.”  
 
    The dungeon spirit radiated gratitude toward them, but it was clear that it had now been restored and was resting. Already, Jack could feel the creative energy of the dungeon working around him, and he knew that before long, more chambers would be created, and new monsters, chambers, traps, loot, and exciting experiences would await any bold adventurer who dared to try their hand at the challenge. He reabsorbed his armored ice skeletons, enjoying the satisfying rush of mana that flowed into his pool.  
 
    As they reached the dark doorway that led out of the chamber, Jack turned and raised a hand in farewell. “Soon,” he promised, “adventurers will know about your presence. I will send them to you.”  
 
    The dark doorway led out to a short, steep flight of seven steps. This in turn led to a broad corridor that curved sharply to the left. Light was streaming in from the end of the corridor—evening light.  
 
    “More time has passed than I thought!” Melinda exclaimed, as she and Jack exited the dungeon onto the open plain beside the road.  
 
    Jack looked up. The sun had traveled through in the sky while they were in the dungeon, and now it was a shimmering orange disk in the far west, casting a dramatic light over the land.  
 
    “Look,” he said, nudging Melinda’s arm and pointing. “Everything’s changed!”  
 
    She looked where he pointed, then laughed in amazement. Where there had been nothing but a wild, grassy space before, now there was a structure. It was a tall mound, grass covered and topped with a mysterious-looking standing stone. The stone itself was carved with blue runes, and they glowed with an enticing light. Flickers of blue lightning crackled around it.  
 
    And it emanated magic. Already Jack could see that it was influencing the nearby plants and grasses. Purple was spreading across the grass, and the blades of grass themselves looked larger and somehow magical. A mystical blue and purple light shone from the top of the mound, and the doorway that Melinda and Jack had just left yawned invitingly out onto the world.  
 
    “There’s even a path,” Melinda laughed, pointing at the ground. Sure enough, a well-trodden track now broke away from the main road and led straight to the entrance of the dungeon.  
 
    “I’ve never seen a dungeon restore itself to quite that extent before,” Jack mused as they walked slowly along the path back to the road through the last of the red and gold evening. “It’s new. Of course, the other dungeons we’ve reawakened have also restored themselves structurally, but that one… I don’t know what it is about it, but it feels different.”  
 
    “That standing stone is new,” Melinda said, glancing back at where the mysterious blue and purple glow marked the location of the standing stone. “And so was the fire that glowed around the crystal itself.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Jack said enthusiastically. “And the interior of the dungeon was so intricately decorated. You said you’d never thought of magic being used to do that before—neither had I. That dungeon must have had a lot of spare energy over the years to add all that extra decoration.”  
 
    “I wonder what that means? Is it special in some way?”  
 
    “Oh, I think it must be,” Jack said. “But in exactly what way or for exactly what reason, I don’t know.”  
 
    They walked on in silence, each lost in reveries about the mystery.  
 
    Melinda and Jack spent the night in a little patch of woodland about a half-mile from the road, on the top of a low hill. They had a small fire and a meal, and decided not to bother setting a watch.  
 
    “There’s nothing to fear out here, so close to the road,” Jack said as he laid out his sleeping blankets by the fire.  
 
    “No need anyway…” Melinda muttered, distractedly.  
 
    Jack glanced up to see her standing a little way away from him, moving her hands through the air as if weaving together thick ropes that he could not see.  
 
    He blinked, letting his magic senses take over from his eyes. There were ropes—gleaming ropes of red and black magic invisible to the eye. Jack watched in appreciation as Melinda drew the ropes of magic seemingly out of the air around her, weaving them into a pattern of knotwork that hung in the air about shoulder-height and soon extended in a full circle around them.  
 
    “That’s impressive!” Jack said as Melinda stepped back, dusting her hands and admiring her handiwork.  
 
    “Good, isn’t it?” she said. “I’ve not done such a big one before. I wasn’t sure I would be able to make it work.”  
 
    “What does it do?”  
 
    “It’s a Ward spell. Anyone who comes near it will trigger an alarm response. It won’t damage them—it won’t even stop them—but it will send enough of a jolt through the magical connection to wake me up.”  
 
    “That’s interesting,” Jack said. He sat up in his blankets, using his magic senses to examine the gleaming weave of the spell. “Are there versions that can cause automatic damage?”  
 
    “Oh, yes, definitely,” Melinda said. “But they are less stable and harder to cast. There are also variations that will cause different kinds of damage, and one that will hold an enemy where he is as soon as he comes within range of it. I’m particularly interested in that one—it’s tricky, and I’ve not even come close to mastering the form of it.”  
 
    “What do you mean when you say they’re less stable?”  
 
    “Oh, you know,” she gestured around at the red and black weave that enclosed their camping spot in a glowing ring. “This one will stay active for a long time. The others are not so well suited to that. Really, the others are more for short-term use in combat, I think. This is the only one that’s suited to longer-term use.”  
 
    “I like it!” Jack said appreciatively.  
 
    “Me too,” Melinda said, settling down in her blankets on the other side of the fire. “There are Wards that go with all the different aether deity magics, or so Lachlan said, and they’re all slightly different. But they fulfil similar purposes.”  
 
    “And the less stable ones are harder to cast?”  
 
    She yawned. “That’s right. I’ve been working on them in my own time, but they’re definitely not for this kind of longer-term use. Anyway, I’m tired. You’re as bad as Lachlan with all your questions about theory. Goodnight.”  
 
    She rolled over and lay still.  
 
    Jack lay by the fire a little while, gazing up into the night sky. It had been a good day, and he had learned some new lessons since he’d set out from the Shadow Tower. For one thing, he had discovered that the dungeons could be very different from each other in character. 
 
    Today’s dungeon was something special, with its blue-runed standing stone and its fire magic. The intricate designs inside were also something he had never seen before. He wondered what other kinds of strange dungeons he would encounter in his travels. The road ahead was long.  
 
    He thought of the map, with its hundreds of darkened symbols scattered all over the land, each one representing an inactive dungeon that only he, the Aetherborn, could bring back to life.  
 
    With the image of dark crossed circles changing to bright gold floating in his mind, he dropped off to sleep.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Jack. Jack! Wake up!”  
 
    “Hmmmph?” Jack rolled over. He had been dreaming, and he came awake disorientated, the hallways and passages of the dream still vivid in his mind. He had been moving through a huge, strange building with many rooms, but all the rooms had been empty. He’d been looking for something… 
 
    “Wake up!”  
 
    He sat up, coming fully awake as the covers fell away and the cold air nipped his nose and cheeks.  
 
    Jack glanced around.  
 
    The fire had burned to embers. The first light of dawn stained the deep velvet darkness of the eastern sky with a faint blush of pink.  
 
    And Melinda was standing, gazing out into the darkness. Magic glowed in her right hand, and her glamor flickered and wavered as if she was struggling to keep it active.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, now fully alerted by the tension in Melinda’s stance.  
 
    “Someone is approaching,” she hissed. “And I don’t like the feel of him…”  
 
    Magic senses slipped instinctively over Jack’s vision. He looked at the woven barrier. Immediately, he picked up the flow of information it was sending to Melinda. He couldn’t quite understand it all—it was rather like listening to a shouted conversation through a thick door—but he could get the gist of it. A man was approaching stealthily. He had bad intentions, but he did not necessarily represent a direct threat to them. Not yet, at least.  
 
    “What’s that spell?” Jack muttered.  
 
    “Warlock combat spell,” she answered shortly. “Mana drawn from the surrounding environment. I used the fire.”  
 
    “Speaking of the fire…” Jack said, and knelt to quickly build it up with fresh wood from the stack they had gathered the night before. He added wood then blew on the embers skillfully, and in moments fresh flame flickered up the dry twigs and caught.  
 
    Firelight suddenly illuminated the clearing where they stood as the fire whooshed up, and at that moment, the mysterious figure emerged from the trees and stopped still, looking at them.  
 
    “Well,” Jack said. “What can we do for you?”  
 
    There was a pause, and then the figure pushed back its deep hood and spoke. “I was walking alone in the woods and I saw your light. I have… an interest in knowing who walks here in the woods, and I decided I would come and have a look.”  
 
    “What kind of interest?” Jack said. He was suspicious of the stranger, not just because of the information the magic had given him. “Who are you?”  
 
    “Oh, only a humble forester,” the man replied as he stepped forward into the light.  
 
    Jack did not believe him. He had never seen a person who looked less like a forester. The newcomer was tall and well-built, it was true, but that was the only possible resemblance. The foresters of the northern Noonlands were a class of their own, brawny, proud men who made a living managing the trees that covered so much of the northern regions. They created the timber that went into construction projects, and were responsible for a great deal of charcoal burning and firewood production for the smaller towns and villages.  
 
    But this person did not look as if he’d ever worked an honest day in his life. His skin was deathly pale, and his dark, clever eyes darted around here and there, never resting anywhere for more than a second or two at most. He had long, sleek, jet-black hair that gleamed as if it were oiled and was tied severely back around his high, pointed ears.  
 
    An elf! Jack thought, with a sudden rush of apprehension. What is an elf doing this far north? He can’t be one of the regular elven folk—he must be an outcast of some kind. 
 
    Aloud, he said, “Well, we’re just two travelers heading west on the roads. We will not leave any trace of our presence to worry a woodsman, so you needn’t be concerned about that.”  
 
    “Hm, ah, yes…” the strange fellow said. His dark, quick eyes were glancing everywhere but their faces, taking in every detail of their garments, their gear, and their camp.  
 
    He’s seeing more than what’s on the surface, that much is clear, Jack thought. But who is he really? And what does he want? 
 
    “Well, I will give you my apologies for disturbing you, and I’ll be on my way,” the elf said abruptly. He bowed stiffly. “Best of luck on the road ahead!” he said, then turned on his heel and marched away down the hill.  
 
    Melinda took a step forward, but Jack put his hand on her arm and held her back. He shook his head and held one finger to his lips. 
 
    Once the dark figure of the elf had disappeared into the tree line, Jack counted to twenty. Melinda’s woven watching spell no longer indicated a nearby presence.  
 
    Jack drew a breath, but Melinda spoke first. “What do you want to do?” she hissed. “I’m not ready to just let this go. Whoever he was, he was up to something.”  
 
    “I agree,” Jack muttered. “I think we should investigate further.”  
 
    He glanced up at the sky. “It’s an hour, perhaps, before full light. Let’s pack up our gear and use our spells to follow him to his lair.”  
 
    “Very well,” Melinda said with a nod.  
 
    Moving quickly, they worked to break camp. They rolled their blankets and stowed them in their packs and, true to their promise to the unlikely forester, Jack kicked dirt over the remains of the fire and laid a thick slab of turf over it to hide that it had ever been there.  
 
    “Guiding Light,” Jack muttered, as Melinda said, “Darklight.” The spells were roughly equivalent. Both allowed the mage to see the path to a simple objective, and also gave the mage the ability to see in the dark. But each spell worked by different means.  
 
    Jack’s spell manifested as an actual light, illuminating darkness around him. Melinda’s spell manifested as a patch of deep shadow around her hand, but when she held it up and looked through it, she could see the surrounding area clearly, even in the dark. So, Melinda’s was better for stealth and trickery, whereas Jack’s was a little more versatile, being able to illuminate the area for others as well as for himself.  
 
    “Where did that elf go?” Jack and Melinda both asked. Their spells agreed, indicating a straight line off to the left of where the elf had disappeared.  
 
    “Let’s use yours,” Jack said, pulling the mana back from his Guiding Light spell. “We’ll be better able to hide ourselves and take advantage of the shadows that way.”  
 
    “All right,” Melinda agreed, “but you be ready with that spear of yours in case we encounter any resistance.”  
 
    Their packs on their backs, they made their way down the hill. Melinda took the lead and Jack followed behind her. He summoned his spear and held it low in his left hand. In his right, a spot of bright mana gleamed, ready to be released into the form of a powerful dungeon monster at the least threat.  
 
    The moon had sunk and the first light of dawn was only a suggestion in the sky. Under the trees it was still very dark. Melinda used her Darklight spell to see, but Jack relied on letting his magical awareness take over. This way, he could sense the world around him in a way that did not rely on sight or touch. Magic extended out from his pool and he sank into it, letting his dungeon instinct guide his feet as he followed Melinda through the darkness.  
 
    They moved carefully through the woods in this way for a quarter of an hour, always moving further away from the road and from the hill where they’d camped. Then, the ground dropped away abruptly and they found themselves on the edge of a narrow gorge running through the middle of the wood.  
 
    “Stop!” Jack hissed, reaching out and tapping Melinda’s shoulder.  
 
    She pulled up straightaway. “What is it?”  
 
    With his magical senses, he could see what she could not. In the darkness, it was invisible to the naked eye, but Jack’s magical senses showed him a cave down in the gorge, shielded both by a thick hanging curtain of ivy and ferns, and by a well-laid misdirection spell.  
 
    They were only fifty yards from it.  
 
    “Point your Darklight spell down there,” he whispered in her ear, pointing with his spear.  
 
    She raised her spell, scanned the area for a moment, then gasped.  
 
    “My spell says that he’s off on the other side of this gully, and I think he’s moving away from us at a steady pace,” she said. “But this must be his base. I think we should investigate this before we do anything else, don’t you?”  
 
    “I agree,” Jack said. “Come on—you take the lead, I’ll have your back.”  
 
    They went as stealthily as they could down the overgrown slope, but they could not avoid making some noise. Suddenly, Jack stopped.  
 
    “I’m sensing life in the cave, and not animals or monsters. There are people in there, not animals,” he said in a low voice.  
 
    She was about to speak when there came a voice from inside the cave. “Hey!” it cried. “Who’s out there? Help us!”  
 
    They were close now, close enough that they could see the outline of the entrance behind the screen of ivy. Jack and Melinda glanced at each other.  
 
    “Help!” the voice shouted again.  
 
    There was nothing for it. All hope for stealth was gone. With their shouting, the person in the cave would rouse any enemies who were nearby. If the mysterious elf were near and listening, he would be alerted immediately.  
 
    “No time to waste,” Jack said. He stepped forward and used a strong sweep of his spear to clear away the hanging ivy from the cave entrance.  
 
    They both gasped at what they saw inside.  
 
    Huddled against the back of the cave were two men, tied with thick ropes around their hands and feet. They had clearly tried to escape from their bonds, but had not been able to.  
 
    Jack took in the scene at a glance.  
 
    The men were in their thirties, heavyset and with the grizzled, weatherworn countenances of hardened warriors. They were dressed in light leather armor, but there was no sign of any weapons in the cave. Both men looked in good physical condition; Jack guessed they had not been captive long.  
 
    “Get us out of here!” one of the men shouted to Jack.  
 
    “Untie these ropes!” the other said, struggling against his bonds.  
 
    “Quiet,” Melinda hissed. “The elf is nearby. He will return if he hears this commotion.”  
 
    The men looked at each other and immediately fell silent as Jack darted forward, drawing his belt-knife and looking at the ropes.  
 
    Why have these men not been able to break their bonds? he wondered. They’re both strong, capable warriors, and the ropes are not particularly well-tied. 
 
    He dropped to one knee beside the nearest of the two men and placed his belt knife on the thick cord. The blade jumped back like an animal from a flame.  
 
    Ah, Jack thought, that’s why. 
 
    “The ropes are enchanted,” he said to Melinda, who was watching out of the cave entrance. “It will need more than a knife to break them.”  
 
    He tried a fire spell on the ropes, but the magic just moved around the rope and did not break it. Then he tried his Resist Magic spell, and that didn’t work either.  
 
    “Can you not free us?” the man asked miserably.  
 
    “Just hold on a minute,” Jack said. “Let me think!”  
 
    He sat back, forcing himself to ignore the impending danger that the elf—clearly an enchanter of some kind—would return at any moment. He forced his mind to concentrate on the problem at hand.  
 
    He looked at the knife in his hand, and had an idea. Would it work? he thought. In theory…  
 
    “Jack,” Melinda said urgently, “I think the elf is coming back. I can sense him approaching…”  
 
    Well, no time like a crisis for experimentation, Jack thought. He brought his Resist Magic spell to the front of his attention, then focused on the knife in his hand. Letting awareness of the different parts of the knife flow through into him, Jack pushed the Resist Magic spell down his arm, through his hand, and into the knife. The spell flowed around the wood, metal, and leather that made up the humble, workaday belt knife, enhancing it with the spell and turning it into a more powerful version of itself.  
 
    This time, when Jack put the blade to the ropes, the edge sheared through the invisible magic barrier that held the threads together. The magic worked to disperse the spell and then in a moment the clean edge of the knife cut into the bindings.  
 
    Jack kept his knife sharp, and now that the spell was broken the blade cut through the rope with ease. In moments the first man was free, then the second. Ropes fell to the ground as the two warriors stood, rubbing their wrists to get the blood moving again and thanking Melinda and Jack profusely for rescuing them.  
 
    Jack smiled at them and said he was happy to have helped, but Melinda was staring out of the cave mouth, distracted.  
 
    “Jack,” she said suddenly. “He’s here.”  
 
    Flanked by the two men, Jack strode to the mouth of the cave. On the edge of the gully, glaring with furious eyes down at their group, stood the elf.  
 
    “You will regret this, you meddling fool,” he cursed. “You will regret the day you crossed me. You have no idea who you’re dealing with…” He raised a hand and magic flickered in his palm. 
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    “Funny,” Jack said with a grin. “I was about to say the same to you!” 
 
    Doubt flashed across the elf’s face. His dark eyebrows rose a little as he saw the flash of light appear in Jack’s palm that heralded the approach of magic.  
 
    I’ll not use dungeon summoning powers just yet, Jack thought. I want to see what this elf has to offer first. 
 
    Jack reached through his mana pool and drew on his elemental powers—fire, water, ice, and air. In the Noonlands, mages who could manipulate these simple powers were not uncommon. There were enough of them scattered throughout the land that this elf would not think anything unusual of meeting one, though they generally were found in guilds rather than on the open road.  
 
    The elf raised his hands to cast a spell, but Jack got his in first. A flash of blue flame arced like lightning up the slope toward the elf from Jack’s hand. It struck the ground at his feet and curved out around him, flinging earth up in its wake. The elf jumped back with a curse.  
 
    Jack was pleased with his ability to manipulate the summoned fire. He had a tight grip on it. At will, he could move it around the elf’s feet. He was not going to destroy the elf, however, not unless he was left with no other choice.  
 
    “We want to trap him, not kill him, all right?” he said to Melinda.  
 
    She nodded once. “You keep him busy,” she said. “I’m going to try to get onto his blind side.”  
 
    Then she turned to the two freed warriors. “You two,” she said, in a tone that brooked no argument, “with me.”  
 
    With that, Melinda stepped away from Jack, and the warriors followed her. Magic flowed out from her like water. She was using an illusion spell—it was not invisibility exactly, but it was a powerful distraction spell, making anyone who looked at her and at her companions think that they were not really there.  
 
    It’s so strong it’s almost making me feel like they’re not there! Jack thought with a grin, before turning his attention back to his opponent. 
 
    Up on the ridge, the fire still moved around the elf’s feet at Jack’s command, but at that moment the elf counterattacked with a jet of water from his palm that flashed and sparkled as if it was lit from within. It soaked the ground around his feet, dulling and repelling Jack’s fire. 
 
    Jack contemplated using ice to freeze the elf’s water spell, or fire to double down on his original attack—but the elf got his attack in first! A rain of ice shards flew down the hill at Jack, each one broad and sharp as a knife blade.  
 
    With a sweep of his hand, Jack flung up a wall of earth and stones a foot thick in front of him. Not the most stable barrier, he thought, but not bad for a quick solution! 
 
    The ice knives shattered or jammed in the wall of earth, and Jack heard tinkling and thuds as they did so.  
 
    “Now, my fine friend,” Jack muttered. “Let’s see how you deal with this.” 
 
    He gathered the element of air through his mana pool and summoned a wall of wind. His earthen barrier held just long enough for him to shove it hard with the wind spell, sending it flying up the hill to hit the elf with a shower of earth, rocks, and the elf’s own ice daggers. 
 
    That was when the elf showed up with something new. There was a crackling sound like fire rushing through dry fuel, and a semi-transparent dome appeared around the elf. It was a Ward spell, and the rocks and earth bounced and slipped off it as if the elf were enclosed in a dome of thick glass.  
 
    “Hah!” he shouted, sounding a bit out of breath. “You’ll have to do more than that, weakling!”  
 
    I could do a lot more, Jack thought, but I’m not showing my hand just yet. I want to see more of your magic first. He had never battled a Noonlands mage one-on-one like this before, and he was curious to see his best game.  
 
    The Ward spell was interesting. I could use that, he thought. If I can only force him to keep it up for a few moments more… 
 
    With a considerable effort, Jack drew mana through two elements at the same time for a double attack. He stretched out both hands and fired the dual spells. Earth and small stones blasted from his left hand, and water blasted from his right. The elf had seemed about to drop his Ward spell, but he raised his hands again and grunted with effort as his magic took the strain of this new onslaught.  
 
    Jack gritted his teeth with the effort as well. He was struggling for a moment when he felt the fine thread of Melinda’s magic joining with his. She was combining her mana with his, as they had discussed back in the tower! 
 
    But where was she? 
 
    Boosted by the new combined power, he began to walk slowly up the slope, hands extended, hammering the elf’s Ward with a focused barrage of elemental summoning. As he did so, he extended his magical awareness toward the elf.  
 
    Immediately, he became aware of Melinda and the warriors. Her cloaking magic had worked so well that Jack had almost forgotten about them until he’d felt her contribution to his magic. Now he saw that they had crept along the gully a little way then gained the higher ground. They were approaching the elven mage from behind. The warriors were in the lead, and Melinda was working hard to maintain the cloaking spell across all three of them. 
 
    I’ve only got a moment, Jack thought. He reached out toward the elf’s Ward spell. For a moment, his awareness slipped over its surface, failing to get a grip on it. It was strange—a kind of magic he had not felt before. He’d seen Lachlan do a version of Ward spells before, but this elf’s magic had a unique flavor to it.  
 
    Then, finally, Jack’s magical reach found some purchase. Like fingers sinking into cloth, he took a firm hold on the spell and pulled. He absorbed the spell, in the same way that he absorbed elements and monsters to add them to his summoning pool.  
 
    “Aargh!” the elf croaked. “What is this? How can this be?”  
 
    The shield cast by the Ward spell was whipped away from him, and at the same time Jack stopped flinging earth and stones and increased the pressure of the water he was blasting. He had almost gained the top of the ridge by now.  
 
    Suddenly, he felt himself flooded with the energy that had been expended in the fight by the elf. This was an element of his abilities as a dungeon that he had not explored much yet—in a fight, he could absorb the expended energy in the environment around him and use it for a boost to his mana and his strength.  
 
    The raw environmental energy flooded into him and his strength waxed like a fire in a newly arrived breeze. He flared up, feeling like a new man all of a sudden. As the elf’s spell was absorbed into Jack’s pool, he pushed more mana into his own attack.  
 
    The increased force of the renewed water blast hit the elf full in the face, breaking his focus and sending him lurching backwards, his hands raised. He staggered and fell… right into the arms of the freed prisoners.  
 
    “Got you!” the taller of the two men grunted with satisfaction as he flipped the elf onto his front and expertly twisted his arms up behind his back. “Get the rope, Jed!”  
 
    His companion, the one called Jed, stepped up quickly with a length of the same rope he had been tied with less than an hour earlier. “My pleasure, Rog,” he growled, kneeling swiftly and flinging the rope around the elf to secure his upper arms. Then he tied his wrists and ankles.  
 
    Jack stepped up, feeling out with his own magic toward the ropes. “These will need a little Enhancement,” he said, and extended a hand to them. He used Resist Magic and spent a few moments pushing the spell into the fabric of the ropes. When he felt the spell slotting into place, he stood with a sigh of satisfaction.  
 
    “That will do it,” he said with a grim smile. “This trickster won’t be magicking his way out of those bonds anytime soon.” 
 
    Rog, the older of the two warriors, straightened up and looked at Melinda and Jack. He smiled, then held out his hand. 
 
    “We can’t thank you enough,” he said. “You’ve saved us from this elven mage’s trickery. If you had not come along, I don’t know what would have become of us.”  
 
    “What happened?” Melinda asked. “How did you end up in his clutches?”  
 
    Rog muttered something inaudible, and Jed, his younger companion, grinned mischievously. Rog was in his early forties, a tough, hardened old warrior with grizzled gray hair and an ale-drinker’s belly. Jed, on the other hand, was not much older than Jack and Melinda—eighteen or nineteen years old. Jed had a full head of brown hair, a square jaw, and the solid frame of an active young man. Not unlike Jack himself, in fact. The only real flaw in Jed’s looks was his overly large, protruding ears.  
 
    Jack smiled at the younger man, who stepped forward and began to answer Melinda’s question. “It was old Rog’s fault, really,” he said. “We were traveling south-east on that road up there, heading toward Trader’s Crossing. We were days out from our last stop, and Rog here decided he wanted a drink. Nothing would do but that he had to quench his thirst, and so we went and rapped on the door of a farm house at dusk two nights ago to see if they’d sell us a drink of ale.”  
 
    He paused to glance at his audience, his eyes lingering on Melinda a little longer than was strictly necessary. Jack felt a sudden coldness toward the gregarious young warrior. 
 
    He frowned. That’s not like me, he thought. He wondered at the unusual feeling for a moment, before it clicked. The young fool’s trying to show off to Melinda! he thought. He clenched his teeth. As if she would be impressed by a grunt like him.  
 
    He stole a glance at Melinda, and saw that she was smiling at the youngster, but there was a look of veiled toleration in her eyes that told Jack she was unimpressed by the youth.  
 
    Jed, seeming only to notice the smile and not the other look in her eyes, struck a bit of a pose and continued his story. His eyes were only on Melinda now as he spoke.  
 
    “Well,” he said, “we got more than ale at the farmhouse. We found that the farmer’s wife was away at her sister’s place for the night, and the farmer and his son had taken the opportunity to open a barrel of their home-made cider. Whew! It was serious stuff! Now, I can hold my drink, of course—in fact, none can hold it better, I’ve been told—but what with being on the road, and not having eaten much that day… you can imagine how things turned out.” He winked at Melinda. “Anyway. I’m not one to let a few drinks send me to sleep, not I, but Rog here, that’s another matter. The farmer wouldn’t have us stay in his barn, because his wife would make mincemeat of him when she got home in the morning if he let strangers stay there, so he chucked us out on our ear!”  
 
    “You should have been able to handle that, I reckon,” Jack grumbled, eyeing the young man’s over-sized ears.  
 
    “What’s that, friend?” Jed said brightly, glancing at Jack.  
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Jack said, smiling. “Please, carry on with your story. We’re all fascinated to hear what happened next, I’m sure. Right, Melinda?”  
 
    Melinda nodded and said, “Oh, yes, definitely.” From her tone, it sounded like she wasn’t much more interested in Jed’s escapades than Jack was. Jack stifled a grin.  
 
    “All right, well, as I was saying,” the young man continued, “we were turned out of the farmer’s house and had to hit the road. But we hadn’t gone far when Rog here decided that he needed some urgent shut-eye…”  
 
    “That’s not how I remember it,” Rog cut in, speaking for the first time.  
 
    “Eh?” the younger man said, turning on his companion.  
 
    “Oh yes,” Rog said. “You’ve made a good tale of it so far, and I’m sure it’s true that I got us started on the mess by seeking the farmer’s house and getting into his cider with him.  But if you hadn’t gotten so free with the lass that helped with their milking, and then gotten in a fight with the farmer’s son over her, we’d have been able to stay in the barn no problem!”  
 
    “Rog!” the younger man protested, through gritted teeth.  
 
    “You tell a good story, son, but seeing as you dish out criticism so royally, you should be able to stomach some yourself. And as for holding your drink, well! Once we got back on the road I believe it was you who needed to puke in a ditch, not I who needed a nap!”  
 
    The young man flushed red, and both Melinda and Jack were only just managing to stifle their mirth at the pair’s bickering. The wanderers were getting into a detailed argument about who had fallen asleep first when Jack cut in, pointing a finger at the elf.  
 
    “Where does he come in?” he said.  
 
    “Ah, well,” Rog said, before Jed could take center stage again. “Whichever one of us fell asleep first I guess doesn’t matter—whatever happened, we both ended up asleep by the roadside. Only, when we woke up, our swords and belt-purses were gone! It was near light by then, and we jumped up and both followed a trail of fresh prints into the woods, figuring as that the thief was still nearby.”  
 
    “But we didn’t get far into the woods when we walked right into this elf’s trap,” Jed finished. “He had a thing like a net—magic, it was, all made of strange light and shaped like a giant spider’s web. It flew at us, and we were both knocked unconscious as it wrapped around us. When we woke up, we were trussed up like a pair of chickens in that cave over there, where you found us, and both of us with a good hangover from the cider, as well as a bump on the head each…”  
 
    Rog nodded. “But our swords are the biggest loss. An adventurer can’t expect to do much adventuring without a blade at his hip! And whatever you want to say about big-ears here and his tendency to exaggerate,” he elbowed Jed in the ribs, “he’s as good a man with a blade as ever I’ve seen, and that’s the truth. I wouldn’t like to go much further on the road without this young man having a sword at his side.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Jack said. “Perhaps we can do something to help you with that.”  
 
    “From what I’ve seen so far, I won’t be surprised if you can!” Rog said with a laugh.  
 
    Jack glanced at the elf and considered whether it was worth questioning him. The elf glared up at him. “Don’t waste your breath, human,” he spat malevolently. “I’ll tell you nothing.”  
 
    “Okay, that’s that question answered,” Jack chuckled. “Doesn’t matter. You three keep an eye on him, I’ll look around the area and see what I can come up with.”  
 
    He conjured Guiding Light. Inside his head, he asked the spell, Where are Rog and Jed’s swords? The silver guiding line appeared to him, leading away from the gully and deeper into the woods.  
 
    “I’ll not go far,” Jack said. Melinda nodded, then turned her attention to their prisoner.  
 
    In the event, it turned out that Jack didn’t need to go far at all. A hundred yards away from where they’d stood, he found the elf’s den—a ramshackle hut made from tree branches and rough-hewn trunks, with a dirt floor and without a proper door.  
 
    Jack stuck his head in through the doorway and looked around the den. In the corner, propped against the wall, were two plain but well-made swords and two leather shields that looked like they were of the same make. Next to them, two light helmets sat on the floor, one larger and more battered than the other.  
 
    That looks like our friends’ gear, Jack thought as he stepped inside and gathered the equipment up. A further glance around the cabin showed him nothing else of interest. Jack frowned. 
 
    It feels like I’m not seeing the full picture here, he thought. I think there’s more to that elf than meets the eye.  
 
    Shaking his head, he left and returned to Melinda and the two warriors. 
 
    Rog and Jed were overjoyed to see their weapons and gear again, and they both looked much more themselves with their swords at their sides and their shields on their backs.  
 
    Jed seemed chastened since being taken down a notch by Rog, and thanked Jack and Melinda humbly once again for their help.  
 
    “What now?” Melinda asked Jack.  
 
    “I think we have to go back to the road with Rog and Jed,” he said. “I want to deliver this elf into the hands of the town guard, and if that means going back to Trader’s Crossing, then I’m afraid we’ll just have to do that.”  
 
    “Surely Jed and I could manage…” Rog began, but Jack shook his head.  
 
    “We don’t know what this mage is capable of. I got a taste of his power just now, but he’s got more tricks up his sleeve than we’ve seen, I’d be willing to bet on that. No, you need the help of other magic users to deal with this guy, at least until we can get him into the care of the town guard at Traders’ Crossing.”  
 
    He turned to the magically bound elf, who glared at him in response. 
 
    “You,” Jack said. “Will you come quietly or am I going to have to carry you?”  
 
    The elf thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “I’ll come quiet,” he grumbled. Jack hoisted him up onto his feet. Then he undid the rope around the elf’s ankles and coiled it round his own shoulder. “Get moving,” he said.  
 
    It was awkward going, and slow, but, as the sky was turning bright, they made it back to the road. And that was when they had a bit of luck. Trotting toward them at a good pace was a company of guardsmen, on their way back from a night patrol of the roads.  
 
    Jack hailed the guardsmen. The captain listened to their story with interest, then glared at the elf.  
 
    “A bandit, and a rogue mage, eh?” the captain growled. “We know what to do with the likes of you. Iron-bound cells so you can’t cast any magic, and a message to the guild at the King’s City of Seaport to send a true mage to come get you. Yes, that will be best. We don’t want any bandit mages around here.”  
 
    The guards bound the elf’s arms with iron—which would stop all magic in its tracks—and forced him to stand between them.  
 
    Before they parted with Rog and Jed too, Jack had a favor to ask of them.  
 
    “When you get to Trader’s Crossing,” he said, “will you deliver a message for me?”  
 
    “Of course!” Jed said. “It’s the least we can do!”  
 
    Jack took paper and pen from his pack and quickly scribbled a note.  
 
      
 
    To Brand the Fighter,  
 
    The Adventurer’s Guild, 
 
    Trader’s Crossing.  
 
      
 
    Dear Brand,  
 
    You see I have not waited long before fulfilling my promise. Three days’ ride west of Trader’s Crossing the road bends and passes a stream. To the south of the road, you will find a tall mound with a standing stone, and under that mound you will find the first of the new dungeons that I promised you.  
 
    Gather your adventurers and run the dungeons. Spread the word; the world is changing.  
 
    Jack the Ghostrider.  
 
      
 
    He was aware that he was being watched intently by the guardsmen as well as by Rog and Jed. Working quickly, he took a block of sealing wax from his pack and directed a little focused heat into it from the tip of his finger. He dripped the wax onto the letter then pressed the pommel of his belt-knife into it, sealing it closed.  
 
    Rog took the sealed letter and solemnly tucked it into his pocket. “I’ll deliver this straight away,” he promised. 
 
    “As soon as we arrive!” Jed added. “But Jack, what’s your connection with the adventurers’ guild? Because that’s where we were headed when we were waylaid.”  
 
    “Oh yes? You wish to become adventurers?”  
 
    “Well, yes, of course! Everyone’s heard of the dungeon at Fordwatch, and the amazing loot that it creates! We’re going there to join the guild and run the dungeon, and make our fortunes!”  
 
    Jack grinned. He didn’t answer their question about what his own connection to the guild was, but just reached out and patted Jed on the shoulder. “Good luck!” he said. “Deliver that letter into guildsman Brand’s own hands and ask him to read it straight away. You’ll find that it might give your reputation with the guild an immediate boost.”  
 
    With that, Jack and Melinda said goodbye to the two ambitious swordsmen and marched off up the road, leaving them and the guardsmen staring after them in awe and fascination.  
 
    “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Melinda said with a grin once they’d put a bit of distance between themselves and the guards.  
 
    Jack chuckled. “I sure am. Changing the world, fighting monsters, and helping adventurers to new and rewarding careers—what’s not to like?”  
 
    She smiled. “So what’s our next move?” she then asked.  
 
    Jack slowed, then pointed back off toward the woods to the south. “I think I want to have a closer look at that elf’s den,” he said. “I feel like there was more to that story than we saw at first glance. I’d like to have a bit more of a snoop around in daylight.”  
 
    Melinda nodded. “That sounds like a good plan. The whole thing was pretty strange, really. I never heard of an elf going rogue like that—it all doesn’t make a lot of sense.”  
 
    They went off road and made their way back to the trees and into the woods. With the help of Jack’s Guiding Light spell, they found their way back to the gulley where the elf had kept Jed and Rog captive. 
 
    “Nothing much here,” Melinda said, after she’d looked around in the small cave.  
 
    “I’m afraid you’re right,” Jack said. “Let’s check out his hut and see if there’s anything there.”  
 
    They walked the short distance to the elf’s ramshackle hut and took a look in there, but again they could find nothing. 
 
    “This is so weird,” Melinda said, shaking her head. “Elves just don’t live like this—it doesn’t make any sense.”   
 
    “I was thinking the same,” Jack mused. “I read a bit about elves and their history in the books in Lachlan’s tower library. The elves used to be a warlike race, but they changed their path when they came to follow a mysterious leader who showed them that they could live better without fighting. Nowadays, they live in the warm forested regions on the border of the Noonlands, near the coast, and they have little to do with humans.”  
 
    “But we know a bit about them still,” Melinda added, “and we know enough to be able to say with certainty that they live in great luxury. They are good builders and have a keen eye for beauty in nature and in design. The idea that an elf would live in a hovel like this and spend his time capturing travelers…”  
 
    “Let’s try something,” Jack said, glancing at the sky. “Time is passing. The sun has passed noon, and I don’t want to be still here at nightfall.”  
 
    He held up his Guiding Light spell and spoke a few words. “I want to find whatever it was that kept that elf here. Show me the thing he valued enough here to make him stay.”  
 
    The spell flickered for a moment, and Jack thought that it might not work. Then something strange happened. The guideline, usually a thin silver strand that was subtle and fine, exploded out from the spell, crackling as if overloaded with excess energy.  
 
    “Woah!” Melinda said. “I can see it!”  
 
    Normally, only Jack could see the line of the guide spell, and then only when he looked through the globe of light that was the spell itself. Now, it was clearly visible even when he lowered the Guiding Light spell. Experimentally, he withdrew his mana from it. The silver light remained, crackling like a line of silver fire as it led past the hovel and into the deeper forest beyond, suspended in the air at about the height of Jack’s chest.  
 
    “Amazing!” he said. “I can feel my mana connection to the silver line—I can reabsorb it if I want to, but until I do, it will remain stable. It’s an external, physical object created from pure mana, just like a dungeon monster.”  
 
    “Your powers are evolving,” Melinda said thoughtfully. She reached up and touched the spell warily. “It’s smooth,” she said as she ran her fingers along it. “Smooth as ice, but warm.”  
 
    Unexpectedly, Jack felt her touching the spell. He felt it deep in his chest, along the magical connection between himself and the silver line. The sensation was strangely intimate. He shivered with the oddly pleasant feeling.  
 
    She gave him a curious look, then turned back to where the line pointed.  
 
    “I wonder how far it goes?” Jack said.  
 
    “A quarter mile, then underground,” the spell replied. Jack turned to Melinda—she had clearly not heard the words. He raised a hand to his ear, and Melinda— looked at him with concern in her eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” Melinda asked. “Are you well?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” Jack said. “Just surprised. The spell spoke to me! Like a thought in my mind, but from outside. Like when the tower speaks to me. It told me the answer to my question—a quarter mile, then underground.” 
 
    “Another evolution?”  
 
    He nodded. “Yes! The spell has evolved to be able to give me information about the goal of my search, in a way that it never could before.”  
 
    They followed the magic, glowing silver in the dimness under the trees, but remained on the lookout for any threat. The way went straight for a time, then curved to the left.  
 
    “There’s a track here,” Melinda said, pointing to the ground. “That elf has been this way enough times to wear the grass down.”  
 
    Jack pointed ahead. “Look there,” he said. “The guideline goes down into the ground. We’ve reached our destination.”  
 
    They were deep in the woods now, and the trees were huge and ancient. They were like oaks, enormous and with thickly-ridged, hoary bark, but the masses of fallen leaves around his feet showed Jack that they were not oaks—the leaves were odd, almost triangular, and with deep serrations along the outer edges.  
 
    And then, Jack noticed the grass. 
 
    “Look!” he said, dropping to one knee and gazing closely at the ground, where the silver line indicated. “Look at the color of the grass!”  
 
    Melinda knelt next to him. “I don’t see it,” she said, frowning. “What is… oh!”  
 
    Her mouth dropped open and her eyes went wide as she noticed it: gleaming purple threads of light running through the grass. It was not intense, not yet, but it was definitely there. The purple gleam that showed the influence of nearby magic.  
 
    “It’s like the glow that was on the trees and grass around the Fordwatch dungeon!” she said.  
 
    “That’s right,” Jack said. “And it becomes more powerful the stronger the influence gets. This is not very strong, so I suspect that whatever influence is here must be quite weak. But I think it shows that there’s some dungeon magic here, and that explains why the elf was here.”  
 
    He was rummaging in his pack as Melinda asked, “Is there a dungeon here?”  
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” he said, drawing the map out and holding it near the gleaming silver Guiding Light line to examine it. After a moment, he shook his head. “It’s as I thought,” he said. “There is no dungeon on the map here.”  
 
    “But then what…?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Jack said. “But I’m going to find out.”  
 
    They dug in the soft earth together, lifting the turf and quickly finding that there was only a thin covering. Beneath, there was a stone slab about a yard square. It didn’t take much for them to lift it, revealing a dark opening. It was a passage that plunged straight downward, with straight stone sides made of brick and a ladder of footholds and handholds cut into one wall.  
 
    The silver mana guideline led straight down the hole.  
 
    “This looks promising and a bit dangerous at the same time,” Melinda said.  
 
    “I agree,” he said. “Whatever that elf was up to, the answer lies down here. Come on, let’s solve this riddle once and for all.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The silver gleam of the mana from the guideline lit the tunnel as Jack turned around and lowered himself feet-first into the hole. He got a foothold on the ladder and, with a wary look downward into the darkness, began to descend.  
 
    Glancing up, he saw Melinda take a quick look about the woods and then follow him down.  
 
    The ladder was rough, and the descent was tough going. After they had been climbing for a little while, Jack could feel the sweat trickling down the small of his back. His arms ached, and he could hear Melinda’s labored breathing from above him. The silver mana rope hung straight down next to him, illuminating the tunnel with a weird, unearthly glow. As Jack descended, the silver line disappeared. It was as if it were being rolled up and turned off about a yard after he passed.  
 
    “The guideline is disappearing as we follow it,” Melinda panted, her voice sounding muffled in the brick-lined shaft.  
 
    “It’s good,” Jack said. “It means that no one but us can follow it.”  
 
    After that, they kept quiet, saving their breath for the climb.  
 
    After what seemed like a long time, Jack glanced down and finally saw the welcome glow of the mana guideline illuminating the ground. It curved at a sharp angle and disappeared from view.  
 
    “There,” he said. “The bottom.”  
 
    Melinda didn’t reply.  
 
    When they reached the ground, their feet splashed into a half-inch of stagnant water. Melinda put an arm out to lean on Jack’s shoulder and they stood in silence together for a while, catching their breath.  
 
    “That was a brutal climb,” Melinda said after a little time had passed. “I thought I was in better condition.”  
 
    Jack frowned. “You’re right,” he said. “I feel the same. And that’s strange, now I come to think of it. We are in better physical condition than that. Look up—it’s not actually that far.”  
 
    Melinda peered upward then swore under her breath. “You’re right!” she said. “I can see the light up above! But it felt like we were climbing forever, and now I feel like I could sleep for a week!”  
 
    “I don’t trust this,” Jack said. “Wait a moment.”  
 
    Taking a few seconds to center himself, Jack drew in a deep breath of the fetid, stale air of the tunnel. He allowed his magical awareness to overlay his normal human senses, and felt for his magical link to Melinda. Then he drew on his Resist Magic spell, drawing mana from his pool and letting it flow along his connection to Melinda. The spell flowed along their connection and after a moment Melinda stood straighter and let out a small, amazed laugh.  
 
    Jack turned the magic on himself, letting the Resist Magic spell wash over him. It ran through his limbs and through his brain, he could actually feel it tingling through him from head to foot. Suddenly, he felt as if a heavy blanket had been lifted from him. His limbs felt lighter, the ache disappeared from his back and shoulders, and his thoughts were clearer.  
 
    He drew a deep breath, finding the air less damp and musty than it had been before.  
 
    “Magic,” he said with certainty. “There was some kind of enchantment over the entrance, and we walked right into it.”  
 
    “A spell to make the affected person feel sluggish and tired,” Melinda said in amazement. “That’s genius.”  
 
    “A trickster’s kind of magic,” Jack said. “It would appeal to Lachlan!”  
 
    Melinda grinned, her eyes bright and her smile broad now that the spell had been lifted from her. “I wonder what its source was?”  
 
    “The elf cast it,” Jack said. “But whether it was the result of some enchanted item in this place, or just an enchantment cast over the general area, I don’t know. If it’s an item, we’ll find it, but I’m sure there’s more to this place than energy-sapping spells. Come on. Let’s keep exploring.”  
 
    They set off together down the tunnel. Jack reabsorbed the mana guideline, bringing it back into his pool as Melinda lit the magical torches that had been gifted to her by Hannah Dwimmer. The flickering light illuminated the damp, low tunnel as they splashed forward.  
 
    As a precaution, Jack summoned his spear from the aether and kept it at the ready in his right hand. Melinda drew her sword with a faint ringing sound.  
 
    Relieved of the oppression of the enchantment, they made better progress. The corridor was straight and there were no doorways or turn-offs to either side. The walls and floor here were of hewn rock, roughly cut from the bedrock of the earth itself. Their feet splashed rhythmically in the water as they made their way cautiously forward.  
 
    “Look there,” Jack said, pointing with his flickering torch. “A door at the end of the corridor.”  
 
    They had turned a corner and about fifty yards from where they stood the corridor ended in a low wooden door. The door was made of rough wooden planks and studded with reinforcing iron. There was a heavy key in the lock.  
 
    “Looks like whoever was here wanted to keep something inside, but was confident that no one would make it this far from outside,” Melinda said.  
 
    Jack nodded thoughtfully. “He left the key in the door,” he mused. “That means he was about to come back here. When we met him, the elf was on his way to his prisoners. Perhaps he was about to bring them here?”  
 
    Jack and Melinda approached the door cautiously, but there was no sound from behind it and there was no light shining from beneath. There were veins of purple light in the lichen on the walls by the door, however, and that told them that there was some kind of magic going on here.  
 
    There being nothing else for it, Jack leaned over and turned the key in the lock. He waited a moment, glanced at Melinda, then pulled the door open.  
 
    A flash of white light blinded them for a moment, and Jack leaped back as a wave of hot air hit him in the face, making him raise his hand to shield his face. There was a sudden rumbling sound, followed by a groaning noise that made both their hair stand on end.  
 
    “What in the…” Melinda said, then stepped forward.  
 
    Beyond the door there was a little square room. In the middle of the room, there was a table—a round stone table engraved with strange golden symbols that began to glow as Jack and Melinda approached. The groaning got louder.  
 
    “It sounds like a thousand people all moaning at once,” Jack said.  
 
    “But very far away,” Melinda added softly.  
 
    Red light shone from the center of the table. They approached cautiously, but there were no more flashes of light. The air of the room was warm as the inside of a smith’s forge. When they got to the table, they looked down at the center of it and saw a sight that made them both shudder. 
 
    There was a gateway in the middle of the table, a round hole three feet across that led down into a glowing red pit. Hundreds of feet below, they could see a weird, terrible landscape of black rocks and deep pits, all lit with red light as if by a great fire. The whole place was filled with moving figures, countless thousands of them, and it was from there that the horrible groaning sound was coming.  
 
    “It’s a gateway into one of the demon realms!” Melinda said. “This is it, Jack, this is the source of all evil magic! The power of the red and the black comes from these realms, it’s drawn from the presence of all these demonic beings that live here. This is what we’re meant to destroy, isn’t it? This place?”  
 
    Jack gazed down through the gap at the terrible sight below him.  
 
    “Not just this one,” he said. “There are hundreds of these demon realms. We’ve seen Lachlan open portals to them, allowing monsters and demons to come through. We can’t destroy them all, one by one. There must be some other way…” 
 
    They looked around a bit more. 
 
    “Look there,” Jack said, pointing. “There is blood on the table here, and here, I hadn’t noticed this before…”  
 
    He leaned over and, with a slight shudder, lifted a sheathed blade from a nook in the side of the table. He drew it.  
 
    “The blade is made of pure gold,” he said, awestruck. “And the handle is of obsidian. That must symbolize something. I seem to remember reading in one of the books in the library what a golden blade means magically.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Melinda said with a shrug. “But I know this—it means that elf was up to something dark in here. Whatever he was trying to do, he has managed at least to open this gate through to one of the demon realms. Was he trying to draw power from it? It seems likely.”  
 
    “And it seems likelier still that he was planning to use Jed and Rog to power some kind of evil ritual to achieve his purpose.” 
 
    “Well,” Melinda said. “I’m glad we stopped him when we did.”  
 
    “Me too.” Jack took his pack off his back and stowed the strange knife in it. “I’ll take this, and perhaps when we see Lachlan again he’ll be able to throw some light on the matter.”  
 
    They examined the rest of the chamber carefully, but they found nothing more. Neither of them recognized the symbols around the table, though Jack guessed they were there to stop anything escaping unbidden from the gateway, as well as to keep it stable.  
 
    They carefully examined the gateway itself, even risking using some magic on it to see what would happen, but nothing seemed to affect it. It was as if they were looking through a window down on the demon realm, but could not actually influence it directly in any way.  
 
    Eventually, after a careful examination, they decided the best thing to do was to lock the door and take the key, then move on with their quest.  
 
    “And I’ll make a mark on my map,” Jack said, “to remind us of the location in case we even need to come back.” 
 
    Using ink and a brush, Jack made a small X on the map approximately where the chamber was located. Then, with a last glance back at the eerie red light emanating from the table, they left.  
 
    “This is strange,” Jack said as he closed the door behind him.  
 
    “What is?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “There’s no light from the gateway shining out under the door,” he replied. “See? There’s nothing visible, and I can’t hear the groaning either once the door’s closed.”  
 
    “Magic again?” Melinda asked.  
 
    Jack shrugged. “I’d say so, but there’s not any sign of any spells on the door—I can’t feel or see anything.”  
 
    “Strange,” Melinda said. “I can’t explain it. At least the protection spells cast by the elf seem stable. If we cover the trapdoor again before we leave, it’s not likely anyone else will stumble on it.” 
 
    “Out here in the woods? Jack said. “I think you’re right about that.” 
 
    They left, walking the corridor, then climbing the ladder again to reach the surface.  
 
    There, Melinda stretched and Jack took a breath of the clean air.  
 
    “You know,” he said, as they covered over the trapdoor with turf again, “something makes me think that we’ve not seen the last of that strange chamber. Whatever the story is there, I think we will know more about it before we’re through.”  
 
    Melinda nodded thoughtfully. “I think you’re right, Jack,” she said. “I think you’re right.”  
 
     After that, their days began to take on more of a routine. They would travel west on the backs of the ice wraiths, seeking out the next dungeon on the map. When they arrived, they would enter and Jack would awaken the dungeon spirit by summoning creatures in its presence. The dungeon would awaken, and there was invariably some damage or natural wear on the dungeon that would be repaired.  
 
    They did not again encounter a dungeon that responded badly, the way the one at the bend of the road had. Nor did they come across any more strange characters like the mysterious elf, or any strange phenomena like the disturbing table with its red view into the demon realm.  
 
    The dungeons were not uniform in character or size or development. Jack noticed that the ones that were further from the road or from large settlements were less well-developed. He began to understand that the reason the dungeon by the road bend had been so well advanced was that it must have had a great many adventurers in the old days.  
 
    Days passed and winter deepened around them. Although it was quiet, still, and often very cold, it did not snow. They were still far enough south that the snowline was some miles away, off to the north, on their right as they walked. In the distance in that direction they could see the snow-capped peaks of the great dwarven range, where the dwarves lived and forged their incredible metal and stone artifacts in their great underground cities.  
 
    They had been going like this for some weeks when something interrupted their routine. Jack had just reactivated a small dungeon that lay near a rocky cliff to the north of the road, and they had gone back to the road to continue on their way. It was a cold, clear afternoon, and Jack was preparing to summon the ice wraiths that would carry them on to their next destination. 
 
    But the summoning didn’t work.  
 
    “What’s up?” Melinda asked, her breath steaming in the freezing winter air and the cold bringing little patches of rose to her pale cheeks.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Jack said. “It’s as if my mana pool is depleted, but it’s not, not at all.”  
 
    He pushed the spell again, feeling the mana move sluggishly toward it then retreating again.  
 
    “Not good,” he said, feeling a tinge of uneasiness stirring deep in his chest.  
 
    “Let’s try something else,” Melinda said. “Summon a creature for a different purpose than traveling.” She drew her sword with a ring of steel, and stood facing Jack with her blade drawn.  
 
    Jack immediately understood. He grinned. “Come on, then!” he said in a challenging voice.  
 
    Melinda, her face beaming happily, leaped forward with her sword raised and Jack summoned an ice wraith to defend himself as he stepped back. The mana flowed smoothly, an ice patch appearing on the ground in front of him and the tall, eerie form of the wraith immediately materializing above it.  
 
    The wraith’s claws whistled as they whipped through the air to meet Melinda’s blade, and there was a clang of steel. She ducked, drawing a Ward spell from the aether with her red-and-black warlock magic. The spell worked like a shield, slamming upward into the wraith’s face and blocking its claws.  
 
    She ducked under its guard, protected by the Ward, and dispatched the wraith with a swift blow from her sword. Immediately, Jack felt the mana that had made the monster slipping back into his mana pool.  
 
    “So,” he said. “Seems there’s no issue summoning to defend myself… How about another experiment?”  
 
    “Ready when you are,” she replied.  
 
    “All right… come at me with your blade again, but this time, don’t kill the monster.”  
 
    She did so, coming in low with a blow that would have skewered Jack if he’d not summoned the lumbering form of a rock troll in between them.  
 
    “Careful!” he laughed as he leaped backward. “You nearly had my guts there!”  
 
    She cackled as she leaped out of the way of a blow from the rock troll. “Don’t you trust my accuracy?” she teased. “I was only going to tickle you with it!”  
 
    Jack chuckled. “Okay, okay. Let’s leave it at that.”  
 
    He gave the command to the rock troll to stop attacking Melinda, and at the same time she leaped back and sheathed her sword. “Now what?” she said.  
 
    “Now, we try to catch a ride on this troll.”  
 
    Jack moved forward and made to climb onto its back.  
 
    “Woah!” he cried, “look at that! It’s exactly as I thought!”  
 
    His hand had passed right through the troll as if it had not been there at all! It did feel slightly warm on the skin—a pleasant sensation in the cold morning air.  
 
    The troll flickered, becoming momentarily hard to see, like a flame in bright sunlight.  
 
    Jack stepped away and placed his clenched fists on his hips. The troll came back to its normal form, looking clear and unambiguously real again.  
 
    “It looked just like an illusion,” Melinda said in amazement. “A being that wasn’t even really there.”  
 
    Jack glanced at her and smiled wryly. She was staring in consternation at the troll. “I guess this is what Lachlan warned me about,” he said. “Lachlan always said that one had to be careful of using magic for mundane purposes. I guess we’ve been a bit too free with using ice wraiths as mounts recently, and this is the consequence. It’s certainly taken quite a long time to manifest, but here we are.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing,” Melinda said consideringly, “that the weakening of the magic doesn’t seem to affect the monster if it’s used for less mundane purposes.”  
 
    “Such as stopping you from ‘tickling’ me with your sword, for example?” Jack said with a genuine smile now.  
 
    “Exactly!” Melinda grinned back at him. “We may not be able to use your summoned monsters as beasts of burden any more, but we can still use them for their intended function—as combat specialists for defense, and for dungeon creation.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Jack sighed. “But I must say I was really enjoying being able to fly about on ice wraiths.”  
 
    “What will we do now?” Melinda asked. “We can hardly walk the length and breadth of the Noonlands looking for dungeons to reactivate. It would take forever.”  
 
    Jack thought for a moment. “Let’s keep moving,” he said, “and think about it as we walk.”  
 
    He reabsorbed the rock troll and they set off at a brisk pace along the road. Here, it was long and straight, stretching off into the distance. The landscape around them was gentle and fairly wild, but the road was well-made and seemed like it would be well-trodden in the summer months. Their boots clicked satisfyingly on the cobbles as they walked in silence.  
 
    Jack took the map from his pack and looked at it while they walked. “Here,” he said, “there’s a town not too far away. We’ll have to go off the road and head north for a few miles, but with a bit of luck we’ll be able to buy horses.”  
 
    Melinda looked doubtful. “I’m not so sure about that,” she said. “If I know anything about villagers in these parts, they’ll be unlikely to want to sell horses to strangers. They’ll need all their horses and won’t have much chance to get new ones before the springtime. But let’s go anyway. Perhaps there will be an inn there where we can spend the night out of the cold at least.”  
 
    Jack readily agreed to that. The nights had been freezing recently, and they had both been forced to spend a lot of concentration on making their Internal Fire magic move to keep themselves warm. A hot meal at an inn would be more than welcome.  
 
    They walked on in silence, making a good pace and marching in step to keep their spirits up. After a while, Melinda began to sing a walking song that she knew from her childhood, and Jack was pleased to discover that he knew the words as well. They marched along, singing together and laughing when they stumbled over the words.  
 
    As the sun began to dip toward the horizon, they found the right turn off the main road that the map said led to a small, unnamed village. They walked for a mile along the track, climbing steadily into a range of low, rolling hills.  
 
    Coming round a bend, they saw the lights of the village in a dell up ahead. The night was gathering quickly, and the lights were a welcome sight. They could smell woodsmoke and cooking on the air, and they both began to hurry forward.  
 
    “Halt!” a voice cried suddenly, and they both pulled up short. From a cluster of boulders on one side of the road, a group of men with crossbows had emerged. At first glance, Jack took them for guardsmen, but a closer inspection showed that they were townsmen dressed in ragged bits and pieces of armor. They held their crossbows inexpertly, and several of them looked scared.  
 
    Jack held up both his hands and Melinda did the same. As he held his hands up and looked at the folk, Jack felt Melinda reaching out subtly toward the townsfolk, calming them with the insidious influence of her warlock magic.  
 
    “Friends,” Jack said. “We mean no harm. We are traveling west and are seeking a room in the inn for the night.”  
 
    They deliberated in hushed tones, before two of them stepped forward. They were older than the rest, and their armor was of higher quality. They were a man and a woman, both in their early forties with grizzled hair and suspicious faces. Ex-soldiers, Jack guessed, using their experience of combat to lead the townsfolk in defense against whatever threat this village was facing.  
 
    The woman held out a hand, palm downward, and her fellows lowered their weapons.  
 
    “You must forgive us,” she said. “But something has been killing our sheep. Bandits, we thought, but now we’re not so sure.”  
 
    “Whatever it is,” put in the man, “it killed one of the villagers three nights ago. We’ve been on our guard, and we don’t take kindly to strangers all at once. So why don’t you explain to us what your business is on the road in winter.”  
 
    “We are traveling west on urgent business from one of the guilds at Trader’s Crossing,” Jack improvised. It was not quite the truth, but it was close enough that he didn’t feel bad about it. “We lost our mounts, and we are seeking to buy horses if there are any for sale. If not, we just hoped for a bowl of something hot and a bed under a roof for a night.”  
 
    “Aye,” said the man, “well, a room for the night should be easy enough, but I’m not so sure about the horses. Anyway, Thomas here will take you back to the village. Go quickly, and look up the inn in the market square. You’ll get a room and a meal there if nothing else.”  
 
    With that, the folk let them past and Thomas, a young lad of no more than fifteen, accompanied them down the road.  
 
    “It’s been hard times here,” the lad said as they approached the village. “And we’re wary of strangers.”  
 
    “It sounds frightening for everyone,” Jack said, understandingly. “Your sheep have been vanishing?”  
 
    “Oh, aye, first they were disappearing and we thought it was just a wolf or a bear nearby. But then we found one of them, and it had been torn apart!” The lad shuddered. “No wolf did that—wolves will take a sheep, but they won’t do it like that. Destroyed, it was, bits scattered everywhere. And then old Maro the tanner, we found him dead at the outskirts of the village—dead of fright, he was, white as a sheet, but his body had not been touched, thank the gods. And nearby him there were tracks, tracks like you’ve never seen. Huge, like a bear but bigger. I don’t know what it is, friends, but we’ve sent a message to the guard at Coomb, the nearest big town, and I’ll be very glad when they send some soldiers to help us out with it.”  
 
    Jack glanced at Melinda and met her eyes. “Well, Thomas,” he said. “My friend and I are no strangers to a fight. Perhaps tomorrow we’ll be able to help you out with your problem.”  
 
    “Oh, would you?” the lad said, his face shining. “It’ll be weeks before the guard comes, and everyone in the village is scared.”  
 
    “We’ll see what we can do,” Jack said with a smile.  
 
    Thomas took them to what passed for the inn. It was a thatched, single-storied building with one large central room, and three small rooms in the loft space under the roof. It was smokey and very rustic, but it was clean and there was a pot of stew on. The innkeeper, a fat, jovial woman, was more than happy to welcome them.  
 
    “Been long enough since we had travelers this way!” she exclaimed as she served them, before launching into a long explanation about the fearsome terror that haunted the village, stealing sheep and scaring old Maro to death. They learned nothing new, but the more Jack listened the more he became resolved that he would help these villagers out with their problem.  
 
    The food was good—a rich stew of mutton, thick with potatoes, onions, and greens, and with the meat cooked so tender that it melted in the mouth. There was good bread, too—not quite as good as Ivan’s baking, but well on the way. The meal was very welcome—their rations had been running low lately, and Jack decided he would stock up on provisions before they left this village.  
 
    “I’ll show you up to your room,” the woman said, and led them up a narrow wooden stair to the hallway that opened into the little rooms under the thatch. They were surprisingly roomy, considering the size of the building, and the woman showed them to the largest one. It filled most of the space above the downstairs dining room, and was warmed by the brick chimney of the fire below.  
 
    “No candles,” the woman said. “I can’t have them below the thatch like this—too much risk of fire. I’m afraid it’s dark, but the light shines through the thatch in the morning. Goodnight!”  
 
    With that, she was off, leaving Melinda and Jack in the small, warm, dark room under the roof.  
 
    Jack grinned in the dark. “No candles,” he said, “but what about Guiding Light?”  
 
    He lifted his hand, but Melinda stopped him. “Don’t,” she said. “What about not using magic for mundane purposes? We can find our way to the bed in the dark.”  
 
    Something in her voice made Jack’s heart do a somersault in his chest. She was right, of course, and he lowered his hand. In the gloom, they could make out the shape of a single, large bed in the middle of the room.  
 
    Just one bed. They had gotten used to sleeping near one another for warmth in the wild, but this was somehow different.  
 
    There was a rustling of fabric as Melinda removed her outer garments and then a thump as she dropped her boots to the floor.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” she said, sounding a little shy but patting the bed next to her.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Jack laughed, then came forward. He took off his cloak and outer clothes, leaving just his leggings and shirt on as he crawled into the bed next to Melinda. There was a momentary awkward pause, then she cuddled into the crook of his arm with a satisfied noise and began to breathe slowly and deeply.  
 
    Jack put his arm around her shoulders and relaxed. As he felt her drift off to sleep beside him, he smiled up into the darkness. He did not know what was going to happen with him and Melinda in the long term, but for now, this was enough.  
 
    Enjoying the comfort of the bed and the warm pressure of Melinda’s sleeping head against his shoulder, he drifted into sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They woke late, the sunlight streaming through the thatch and the sound of the innkeeper clanking about in the hall below them rousing them from sleep. The room was revealed in its entirety now, and there was little enough to see. A wash-bucket of cold water stood in one corner. This, the bed, and their own gear stacked near the bed made up the entirety of the room’s contents.  
 
    Jack had expected things to feel a little awkward after sleeping near each other, but they were not. Melinda got up and stretched, then took a brush from her pack and began to fix her hair. Jack caught himself admiring her form through her shapeless green shirt and leggings, and looked away.  
 
    He stood and got himself dressed. As he was securing the clasp on his belt, he heard Melinda say, “Hey Jack, think fast!”  
 
    He whirled, just in time to see her hairbrush flying through the air toward him. He caught it neatly, and she pointed at his head. “Sort your hair out,” she said. “You look like a haystack.”  
 
    He grinned and did as she suggested. 
 
    The matronly innkeeper served them eggs and toasted bread for their breakfast, then recommended that they go to the smith’s house to find out about the terror that was plaguing the village.  
 
    “His name’s Carson,” the innkeeper said, “and he’s in charge of the guard and is something of a leader to the village these days. You’ll get all the information you need from him.”  
 
    They thanked the woman, paid her, and set out in search of Carson the smith. It didn’t take them long to find him.   
 
    “Look, there,” Jack said. “That’s a smith’s house if ever I saw one.” Jack had been raised by a blacksmith, and he quickly recognized the large anvil that stood outside, as well as the distinctive smell of the forge that emanated from the open door.  
 
    Villagers greeted them as they traversed the square. “Looks like news of our arrival has spread fast,” Jack said in a low voice.  
 
    Melinda nodded. “See how many other buildings there used to be around here?” she said, pointing to a number of ruinous dwellings that clustered toward the back of the main body of the village. “It looks as if at some point there were a great many more people living here than there are now. I wonder what happened?”  
 
    They approached the smith’s house. The door to the forge stood open. It was wide enough to fit a cart through, and Jack knocked on the doorframe and called out loudly to see if anyone was about.  
 
    “One moment!” a voice said from the dimness, and a familiar figure came out of the gloom. It was the man who had led the guard party the night before.  
 
    He was dressed in the stained and burned leather apron of a smith, and he was wiping his grimy hands on a rag as he came out into the sunlight.  
 
    “Carson?” Jack asked, and the man smiled.  
 
    “That’s me,” he said. “I guess Esmerelda at the inn told you where to find me? My wife Deera is out with the patrols—you met her last night—but I guess you want to hear more about this terror that seems to be lurking near the village?”  
 
    “That’s right,” Jack said. “I guess young Thomas told you that we hoped to be able to help you out with that?”  
 
    “He did,” the smith said. “And we appreciate it very much. But I warn you I’m not going to be able to send any folk out to help you with it. Begging your pardon, but I’m not willing to risk my own folk. I’d rather wait until the guard comes here, but if you want to seek it out on your own, be my guest, and more than welcome.”  
 
    Jack smiled. “I completely understand,” he said smoothly. “In fact, I was going to suggest that it would be better for us if you and your folk left us to it.”  
 
    “Ah, well,” the man said, “I don’t feel so bad about leaving you to get on with it now. You must have seen a few things in your time not to be phased by this monster! Good for you!”  
 
    His eyes twinkled. When Jack didn’t reply, Carson shrugged his shoulders and continued speaking. “Go up out of the village behind the house here and you’ll find your way up the back road into the hills,” he said. “It’s from the grazing lands up there that all the sheep have gone missing, and it’s on that back road that we found poor old Maro, scared to death.”  
 
    “What’s it like up there?” Jack asked. “Is it rough ground? Any woods or caves? How about old ruins, anything like that up there where a monster could hide?”  
 
    The man pondered Jack’s words for a moment. “Aye, there’s that kind of thing up there for sure,” he said. “The ground is rough, indeed, and not good for much except for grazing. There’s pockets of scrub woodland, but no larger trees. There are a few old ruins, but not much more than piles of broken stones these days. I’m afraid all the good stone was used to build our village long ago.”  
 
    “Anything else?”  
 
    “Well,” Carson said, “there is the blue sand cave…”  
 
    Jack nodded encouragingly. 
 
    “It’s about four miles off, near a distinctive pinnacle of rock that you can see from far off,” Carson said. “It used to be that people would go there to harvest a distinctive kind of blue sand that could be found there—it was good for making a very pretty blue glass that was sought after for jewelry. It’s said that in the old days, this village was well-known for the exports of blue glass, and was even referred to as ‘Blue Sand village.’ Nowadays it’s just called Sheepfold, for it’s been many years since we exported anything other than wool.” 
 
    “We noticed you have a lot of abandoned houses,” Melinda said. “I guess they must be from the days when the village was more prosperous. But why did you stop making the glass?”  
 
    “The sand ran out,” Carson said with a shrug. “They dug and mined it for many years, and eventually there was no more to be had, or at least not enough to support the industry. When I was a lad, there was still some being exported, but it stopped not long after that Few here remember the industry at its peak.”  
 
    “Have you ever been up to the cave?” Jack asked.  
 
    “There’s nothing much there. The better grazing land is up on the higher ground, and no one has a reason to go up there anymore.”  
 
    Jack stretched and glanced up at the sky. “Well,” he said, “the day is passing. Melinda and I will go and have a look around and see what we can see.”  
 
    “Oh, one thing,” he said as he was about to leave. “Has anything else strange happened apart from the death of the sheep and of Maro?”  
 
    “Hmmm, well, there was old Silas the bard, Silas the singer, we called him, but that was over a year ago.”  
 
    “Oh, yes?” Melinda said. “What happened with him?”  
 
    “Disappeared,” Carson said with a shrug. Just vanished one night and no one saw him again. He was always a strange one, the way bards often are, and he used to go wandering for a week or two at a time fairly often. Queer thing about that though was that one of the shepherds found his harp a week later. No one’s seen him since.”  
 
    “And where was his harp found?” Jack asked, thinking that he already knew the answer.  
 
    “Oh, hm…” Carson said, scratching his chin. “Now that you mention it, the shepherd found it near the start of the old road to the blue sand cave…”  
 
    Only a few minutes later, Melinda and Jack were on the road behind the village, climbing up into the hills.  
 
    “You think the cave is the den of whatever’s causing the problem, don’t you?” Melinda asked Jack.  
 
    “I do,” Jack agreed, “and I’m glad we’re here to help. Something makes me think that there’s more to this than a wild animal, or even some natural monster.”  
 
    “Go on,” she urged. “What makes you say that?”  
 
    “What would it be,” he said. “A giant spider? Some kind of goblin? Any naturally-occurring monster might take a sheep or two, but I can’t see it frightening a man to death, can you? Also… I don’t know… I just feel it, Melinda. Does that make sense?”  
 
    “Sure,” she said after thinking about it for a moment. “I feel it too, thought I didn’t want to admit it to myself, if I’m being completely honest. It feels… wrong, somehow. As if there’s something evil up in these hills.”  
 
    “I’ve been scanning for magic influences, and I can’t find any nearby,” Jack added. “I don’t think this time that we’re going to encounter rogue mages or anything like that. I don’t think the feeling of threat is a spell put down to trick us. I think it’s real.”  
 
    Melinda shivered and drew her cloak closer around herself. Jack glanced up at the sky. They had gained more height because the path climbed steeply, and even as they finished speaking they came out from between two boulders and saw the land spread out all around them. They were on a high, rough plateau, with the snow-capped mountains off to the north and the milder green lands hidden in soft mist to the south.  
 
    “Look,” Melinda said, touching Jack’s arm and pointing. “Look to the west.”  
 
    Jack looked where she was pointing. As he did so, the wind whipped his cloak back and made it snap in the wind, and streamed Melinda’s gold hair back in a gleaming wave. He breathed deep, catching a strange, unfamiliar salty smell.  
 
    In the distance, just discernable over the gray-green land, there was a gleam of the sun on water.  
 
    “The sea!” Jack exclaimed. “We’ve come far west these last few weeks.”  
 
    “We’ll need some kind of transport before we can go any further!” Melinda reminded him. “That’s still very far away, and we can only see it because we’re so high up.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Jack mused, “but let’s deal with in its due turn. First, I want to see to the terror that’s threatening Sheepfold village.”  
 
    As he said this, a spattering of rain began to fall and the wind whipped the mist up around them, covering the view west to the sea. The glimpse of the distant water was gone.  
 
    “Come on,” Jack said. “Carson told us the blue sand cave was four miles off. We’ve a fair way to go still.”  
 
    They set off along the rough path that wound through the softly rising and falling brown hills. The day had changed completely, in that fast way that was distinctive to the northern climates of the Noonlands. The bright, clear sun of the morning was long gone, replaced by thick mist and a light, soaking rain.  
 
    Together, they trudged along in silence. Every now and then a standing stone would loom up out of the mist on either side of the path, and here and there they came across the piles of cracked and ruined stone that Carson had mentioned. Once, they ran across a flock of small, wiry sheep who were grazing on the path, and they scattered in fright at the adventurers’ approach. Another time they met a shepherd from the village. The man eyed them coldly, but said nothing, turning and retreating into the mist.  
 
    “Not a very friendly land,” Melinda commented after they’d been walking for some time.  
 
    “That’s the north for you, I guess,” Jack said with a nod. “It’s a cold place, and not just in terms of the weather.”  
 
    After about an hour’s walking they came to a place where the land dropped again. The fog cleared a little, and they could see below them a valley filled with scrub trees. The road they had been following avoided the valley, climbing back up into the fog again, but there was a rough, overgrown track that led down past the trees into the valley.  
 
    “This has got to be it,” Jack said.  
 
    “No doubt,” Melinda agreed.  
 
    Jack cast his gaze about the place, looking to see if anything caught his eye. Suddenly, he stepped a few yards off the path and knelt. The ground was rocky and muddy here, and Melinda came over when he called.  
 
    “A footprint!” she exclaimed as she reached him and saw what he was pointing at.  
 
    “And not just any footprint,” Jack added. “This is the print of something big.” He leaned in and looked closer. “Big pads,” he said, examining the print, “like a bear but bigger—there’s something odd about them, too—see how they cluster together with the claws digging into the ground like that? That’s not normal. Usually you’d expect the foot of a bear or an animal like it to splay out when the foot rests on the ground, but this one hasn’t done so.”  
 
    “You’re right!” Melinda said. “It’s almost like it’s a solid thing, like a metal cast of a paw and not a real paw.” 
 
    “Weird,” Jack said, shaking his head. He glanced around. “Look, here, here’s another one!”  
 
    They both looked. About four yards away there was another partial print, again looking strangely un-splayed, big pads and the deep impressions of sharp claws in the ground.  
 
    “Four yards to a stride,” Jack muttered, “and look how big the feet are.” He held his hand against the impression of the monster’s foot. Even Jack’s large, muscular hand was dwarfed by it.  
 
    He stood. “Whatever this thing is, it’s going to be physically huge.”  
 
    “Well,” Melinda said, “if it’s evil, we’ll be able to defeat it, whatever it is. And that will be doing the villagers a good turn.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Jack said. “And the sooner we get to the cave, the better.”  
 
    He stood. “I’m going to use my magical senses to see if I can detect anything unusual here,” he said.  
 
    Melinda stepped forward. “Let me try to join mine to yours,” she requested. “Recently, when you’ve used your magical awareness I’ve thought that I could feel it flowing past me. I’d like to see if I can join your awareness when you do that.”  
 
    Jack felt surprised. “I feel your magic too, when you do it,” he said.  
 
    She turned a surprised face to him. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, but not in a direct way. It’s like… I don’t know how to say it…” he waved his hands in the air, searching for words to express the feeling he got when Melinda’s spells were happening. “It’s as if I were a tree on the bank of a river, and your magic was a leaf floating by on the surface of the water.”  
 
    “How romantic!” Melinda gasped, holding her hands up to her chest in a parody of a star-struck maiden.  
 
    “Romantic!?” Jack asked, feeling flustered as he felt the blood rush to his face. “That wasn’t what I meant at all!” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said, grinning at his discomfort and fluttering her eyelashes in a theatrical way. “Like a description from a tale! You’ve a lovely way with words, Jack.”  
 
    “Thanks—I think…” Jack muttered.  
 
    She reached out and took his bare hand in her gloved one, suddenly serious. “Really,” she said. “I know what you mean. Even if I couldn’t put it so nicely myself. It’s true, it’s like a river flowing past something still—I feel it the same when you do your magical awareness. Come on, let’s see if we can combine the powers.”  
 
    Suddenly, Jack felt he was on solid ground again. Experimenting with magic was something he knew about, but emotions, romantic teasing from Melinda… that was another story.  
 
    How was it that Melinda was able to make him so embarrassed so quickly? He had long ago got comfortable with the feelings of closeness and affection he had for her, but he told himself that they were just the feelings that one dear friend would expect to have for another. There were moments, it was true, when he felt there was more to it than just close friendship, and there had even been moments—like in the inn last night—when he wondered if she felt more than just friendship for him… 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” she asked.  
 
    “Uh… nothing,” he replied, realizing suddenly that he’d been staring into the middle distance. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    “Right,” she said. She reached up and placed a hand on his shoulder, and he felt her open herself up to his magic. He drew in a deep breath and unfolded his magic awareness, slipping into it as one might slip into a warm bath.  
 
    It was pleasant, seeing the world in this different way. No longer were the fog and the rain the overriding impressions he got from the day. Now, he felt the magic of the world around him—the flickering awareness of the trees from a distance, the small pathways of rock and forest spirits, the twinkling lives of the small animals deep in winter hibernation in their dens under the ground.  
 
    He could even feel the seeds under the soil, the potential life force just waiting for the warmer weather to arrive before they burst into life… 
 
    “This is new,” he said aloud. “This is… this is you, Melinda!”  
 
    He turned his awareness to her. She burned with magic like a candle in a dark room, a blaze of power and life compared to the glitter of life from the world around him.  
 
    “Me?” she said.  
 
    “Yes. I’ve never had my magical senses manifest like this before. This awareness of life… do you feel it too?”  
 
    “I can perceive it,” she said. “But I thought that was what you always saw?”  
 
    He cast his mind back, but had to shake his head. “Not really,” he said. “Or at least, never so clearly as this. It must be a feature of combining our senses.”  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she murmured, all trace of the teasing of a moment before gone from her voice.  
 
    “See that?” he asked as suddenly he noticed something else. He directed her attention to the ground beneath their feet.  
 
    “What?” she said, then, “Oh, yes! Look at that! What is it?”  
 
    “I don’t know…” he said smiling, as he crouched to look at what his magical senses had revealed to him. It had been invisible to the naked eye, but with the magical overlay in place he saw a fine gleam of magic that permeated the soil, as if the earth itself were mixed with fine magic dust.  
 
    He put a hand out to the earth and retreated from his magical awareness a little. With his bare hand, he dug in the cold mud and lifted a handful of it to his eye, rubbing it between his finger and thumb.  
 
    There were coarse grains of blue mixed through it. He looked at their deep, rich, sky-blue color with his eyes, but with his magical awareness he saw that they gleamed with pure magic.  
 
    “Blue sand!” he exclaimed, as understanding clicked into place. “It’s the blue sand that they used to dig from the mine, and it’s imbued with some kind of magic!”  
 
    Jack looked around. “Of course it makes sense,” he muttered. “This is the road up from the mine. They must have brought cartloads of the stuff up this path over the years, and the road is mixed with loads of the overspill from the decades of mining that took place here.”  
 
    Melinda took her hand from his shoulder, but he could tell that she was still seeing magically with him. He could feel their connection strongly, and he balanced and steadied it as they walked along. He looked from side to side until he saw what he was looking for—a patch of ground that glowed with magic more brightly than the rest.  
 
    “Here,” he said. “You see it?”  
 
    “There must be more blue sand here, a bigger amount,” she said.  
 
    Together they dropped to their knees by the side of the road and dug. After only a few moments they came up with some bits of rotted sackcloth, and under it there were chunks of gritty stuff, like soft rocks that came apart in their hands. Inside, they were a rich cobalt blue.  
 
    “Decades ago,” Jack said, “someone must have dropped a bag of the precious sand in the mud here and it was overlooked. It’s stuck together in clumps over the years, but I can feel the magic from it…” 
 
    “It’s so powerful,” Melinda said, sounding awed. “Almost scary!”  
 
    Jack had to remind himself that she was not used to seeing magic through this kind of awareness. He had to admit that the handfuls of clumped blue sand did glow brightly in his mind. It was as if they were made of pure mana.  
 
    A thought struck him. “Melinda,” he said. “I’m going to try to absorb this stuff and see what happens.”  
 
    “Okay,” she said, sounding a little doubtful. “What do you think will happen?”  
 
    “Who knows?” Jack said with a grin. As he spoke, he reached out toward the blue sand with his dungeon abilities, seeking to absorb it the way a dungeon absorbs a dropped item or the energy from an adventurer.  
 
    It worked… a little too well.  
 
    All previous times he’d done this, Jack had felt a satisfying rush as the item disintegrated and all of its component parts slipped into place in his mana pool. Not so with this. The blue sand was a blast of pure mana, and instead of being reduced to its component parts it just blasted right into his pool, instantly expanding it.  
 
    Like oil poured on a flame, his mana pool welled up and flared bright. His power waxed and then burned hot, and he half heard Melinda’s cry of shock as she stumbled back from him.  
 
    “Don’t fear!” he said, hearing how his voice boomed. “I have control of it!”  
 
    And he did.  
 
    Like a master boatman on a set of tricky rapids, Jack rode the wave of power and was not drowned by it. He felt Melinda retreat, then come back to him. Then he felt her joining her awareness to his.  
 
    “Jack!” she gasped, and he felt her hand grasp his. “It’s like flying!”  
 
    It was, and it wasn’t. They retained awareness of their physical bodies and their immediate environment, but at the same time their view of the world expanded rapidly, and Jack could see what she meant—it was like having a bird’s eye view of the world, but only if that bird had also understood the past, the future, and the myriad web of magical connection that binds all living things.  
 
    A voice intruded on them. “Jack?” it said. “Melinda?”  
 
    “Lachlan?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “Not he,” the voice replied with a chuckle. 
 
    It took Jack a moment to realize who it was that they had connected with.  
 
    “Spark!” he suddenly cried as he recognized the mind of his lizard familiar. “But you’re back in the Shadow Tower! How can we be communicating with you?”  
 
    “Perhaps distance doesn’t matter so much,” Spark said. “You’ve been gone a long time. It’s good to see you.”  
 
    “It’s good to see you, too! Is everything all right at the tower? All is well?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” the lizard said, and Jack became aware of where the lizard was—he was in the dining room of the Shadow Tower, belly full, sunning himself in a shaft of light that shone in through the tall glass window. “The weather is already warming, and there is plenty to eat. But what is this magic you’ve discovered that allows you to make so little of the distance?”  
 
    Jack was pleased at the question. Spark, the magical lizard that he had accidentally conjured on his first entry to the Shadow Tower, had never shown much interest in anything beyond eating, playing, and sleeping. He had always been able to communicate with Jack in his mind, but he had never said much beyond expressing desires or pleasure in the moment.  
 
    They had been gone some time, it was true, and Spark’s mind had developed in that time. This was a new Spark, a creature with new depths to his character.  
 
    “It’s this blue sand,” Jack said. “It acts as a magical boost, and seems to help us communicate across long distances,” Jack explained. “We’ve never encountered it before.”  
 
    “Interesting,” Spark said as, through Jack’s senses, he examined the blue stuff. Then a tinge of excitement came into his voice and grew as he spoke. “Jack,” he asked. “Can you transfer the power from the blue sand across our link? Can you transfer the power boost to me?”  
 
    Jack frowned, thinking about it. “I don’t see why not,” he said after a moment. “In theory it should work.”  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Melinda said, speaking excitedly to Spark.  
 
    “I’ve been feeling a strange gap in myself recently,” Spark replied. “Like a missing piece, an itch that I cannot scratch, or a hunger that I cannot satisfy… I don’t fully understand it, but that blue magic boost sand feels like it might fit…”  
 
    Then something strange happened. Through the magical link, Spark showed them the gap in his magical being. They didn’t see it exactly—not with their eyes, at least—but they understood it, and Jack felt a flood of intuitive understanding that, yes, this would work.  
 
    Melinda felt it too. And Jack felt her rising excitement through their connection as she urged him to try.  
 
    “Wait a moment,” Spark said. Jack was aware that Spark was getting up, nosing the dining room door open and stepping out into the courtyard. “I feel like I’m going to need a bit more room if this is going to work…”  
 
    When Jack was aware that Spark was outside and clear of the building, he gathered another handful of the blue sand up in his hand and prepared himself for the powerful sensation of absorbing it.  
 
    “Ready?” he asked.  
 
    “Ready!” Spark said.  
 
    Jack felt Melinda leaning into him and watching with avid interest as Jack prepared for the experiment. “Here goes!” he said.  
 
    He absorbed the blue sand. This time, he was ready for the flood of intense power that blossomed in him like a flower of pure magical energy. Instead of letting it immediately soak into his mana pool, however, he redirected it along the connection to Spark.  
 
    It was like a river in flood. The sheer power was intimidating, and for a moment Jack felt it begin to spill over the edges of the connection and bleed out into the world. Immediately, many voices called out in surprise, questioning, calling, exclaiming.  
 
    “Who are they?” Jack asked in wonder.  
 
    “Mages,” Melinda said with certainty. “Anyone with any shred of magical awareness must feel this bleeding of power!”  
 
    Then, she reached out and steadied the flow. The mana stopped spilling over and coursed fiercely through the channel.  
 
    Straight into the hollow spot in Spark’s soul.  
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The effect of the transfer was dramatic. As Jack pushed the power through the link between himself and Spark, his visual sense of the courtyard increased in intensity. His awareness of the muddy road down to the cave faded and he saw the Shadow Tower courtyard in front of him in immaculate detail.  
 
    It was a beautiful sunny day, and Spark’s scales gleamed and his yellow eyes shone bright.  
 
    Sudden as a thunderclap, gleaming silver mana crackled from the clear sky and enveloped the lizard. Jack knew that it was the solid manifestation of the blue sand mana. The sensation would have been overwhelming if not for Melinda’s steadying presence. As it was, they held onto the wild flow of power together, guiding its course as a team and channeling its full force into Spark. 
 
    The lizard reared up on his hind legs and let out a terrifying roar, half of joy at his own power, and half of sheer overwhelm.  
 
    He began to change.  
 
    First, his edges softened, as if he stood behind a pane of glass covered in raindrops sliding downwards. His colors ran like dye in water, and his eyes flickered strange colors as the burst of energy took hold of him. 
 
    “I am,” he roared, his voice bubbling boiling liquid, “I am… changing! I am becoming new!”  
 
    Wings burst from his back, huge and glistening like the wings of a butterfly emerging from its cocoon. But unlike those of a butterfly, Spark’s wings were leathery like the wings of a bat. They were black as night, with lines of black, red, silver, and gold running along them.  
 
    And they were enormous, as expansive as the sails on a great warship.  
 
    As he unfolded them, their shadow darkened the courtyard, blotting out the sun. His body lengthened and writhed, huge adamantine claws tearing rents in the stonework of the courtyard floor as they flexed and gripped in the agony of his transformation.  
 
    His head grew, his neck lengthened, his tail became as broad and as long as a great tree branch. His scales rippled red and black, and flames ran up and down the length of his huge new body. His transformation was complete.  
 
    Spark’s edges solidified, his lines became firm again, and his eyes ceased changing color, settling to a bright, gleaming yellow, as yellow as ripe corn in the summer sun.  
 
    With a mighty roar, he leaped into the air, caught the updraft under his mighty wings and beat them once to gain height. He wobbled a little, then beat his wings again, finding his balance in his new power of flight. Up and up he rose, circling round and round as he gained height. 
 
    The flow of magic from Jack was complete—the river was running dry. Jack breathed deeply to center himself as he looked at the spectacle with Melinda. There was a loose group of people standing in the doorway of the tower, he saw: Lachlan, Ivan, and Hannah Dwimmer. Max the stone beetle was there too. He seemed bigger to have grown—not evolved the way Spark had evolved, but there was definitely something about Max the stone beetle that seemed… different. 
 
    As he was trying to figure out what it was, Jack’s attention was caught by Spark’s voice booming in his mind. 
 
    “I am Spark the Dragon!” he cried exultantly. “And I am coming to you, Jack!”  
 
    He wheeled in the air, the sunlight gleaming on his scales and his claws and flashing off the metallic tips of his wings and tail as he danced against the blue sky. Then he turned and faced north, shooting through the air like a missile as he sped away from the Shadow Tower.  
 
    The vision fell away from Jack and Melinda like the retreating tide, and they found themselves standing hand in hand by the roadside. Gray fog swirled around them, but the rain had stopped. There was a sense of presence in the air, a heaviness that felt like being watched.  
 
    “Jack,” Melinda breathed. “Do you feel that?”  
 
    “Yes,” he whispered back, looking around. “It seems the vision has ended just in time.”  
 
    They moved slightly away from each other, looking around in every direction but seeing nothing new. The muddy road stretched downward into the fog, and the eerie black woods bordered the path.  
 
    “So much power flowed out of me,” Jack said after a moment. “But I don’t feel at all drained. In fact, I feel ready for anything.”  
 
    “And Spark is on his way to us,” Melinda said with a smile. “I wonder how long it will take him to get here?”  
 
    “We’ve traveled a long way,” Jack said. “I think it will take some time. But who knows how fast a dragon flies? There haven’t been dragons in the world since… well, since I don’t know when!”  
 
    “A long, long time,” Melinda said, “if ever.”  
 
    The strange watchful feeling in the air had eased. “Come on,” Jack said, stretching. “We’ve stood here too long. There’s something creepy going on here, and we’ve still to find out what’s going on with the blue sand cave. Let’s move.”  
 
    They set out together, moving slowly and warily down the track. The fog muffled any sound, but they both kept their eyes open for any sign of movement or any tracks on the ground.  
 
    “No tracks,” Jack said, “and the ground is muddy to the left and right of the road.”  
 
    “And not a sound in the air,” Melinda added with a shiver, drawing closer to Jack.  
 
    After a few minutes of walking, they came suddenly upon the cave entrance. It loomed out of the fog, a roughly cut entranceway in the side of a stone quarry. Jack’s magical awareness showed him blue sand scattered throughout the quarry, but there was no sign of any other magic. 
 
    In front of the entrance to the cave, however, there was another single massive footprint. It was facing toward the entrance this time, not away as the one at the top of the road had been… and it was fresh.  
 
     “This has been made recently,” Jack said, crouching to look closely at it. “Very recently.”  
 
    “The monster is here,” Melinda said with certainty. “I can feel it. It’s not like any magic I’ve ever felt before.” 
 
    Jack felt it too. It was a watchful, wary sensation, not necessarily evil, but certainly not benevolent either. He let a trickle of magic move through his pool and down to his hand, and with a gleam of light his spear appeared gripped in his right fist. 
 
    In his left hand, he let the element of fire flow up and ignite, then he rose and faced the cave mouth. Beside him, Melinda drew her sword and Jack felt her reaching through the aether with the power of her black and red magic, seeking their foe.  
 
    They stood for a moment in the gloom of the cave mouth. Jack’s fire spell lit the darkness with a fierce, warm glow. Melinda let her glamor shimmer and drift away, maintaining all her concentration for combat. 
 
    Jack glanced at her, taking in the advanced black and red markings that covered her skin. They had developed into a full covering now. Her whole face was striped with graceful red and black bars, and her hair was striped red and black as well. Her eyes gleamed like dark gold, their pupils narrow as those of a cat. Her cheekbones had heightened, Jack saw, and her ears had become slightly pointed at the tips. She had stripped off her gloves, and her hands were entirely covered in red and black markings as well.  
 
    Lately, she had become completely competent at wearing a simple glamor to cover these markings. The glamor made her look as she had before she’d begun to study the warlock magic, but with it removed the influence of her new power was on full display.  
 
    She looked terrific like this—fierce, terrifying, magical, and otherworldly. He took a breath to say so when she caught his eye and he realized it wasn’t the time for that. Instead, he just grinned at her, and she rolled her strange yellow eyes at him. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “Let’s do the job we came to do.”  
 
    Neither of them had any suspicion that this cave was a latent dungeon. It was not marked on the map, and it had none of the trademark magical feelings that marked a dungeon. No, this was just an old mine, but still Jack felt a strange familiar elation as he stepped underground and began to walk.  
 
    The part of me that is a dungeon, he thought. That’s what I’m feeling. It exults in the sensation of being underground. I’d gotten used to the dungeon part of me—I’d almost stopped noticing it, but now I can feel it reaching out all around me, like it’s seeking for a way to occupy this cave system! 
 
    Tendrils of his being were reaching out, creeping along the walls of the tunnel and searching in crevices and in the corners of the corridor—tendrils of the part of his being that was uniquely, completely dungeon. He felt like he was walking along with fifty or so thin tentacles dragging along behind him, exploring the tunnel in ways that the human part of him could not fully comprehend.  
 
    “What is that?” Melinda asked. “Is that your dungeon?”  
 
    With a start, Jack understood that she was aware of it too. She turned her yellow warlock’s eyes on him and he nodded. 
 
    “Seems like being in an unoccupied cave gets the dungeon part of me excited.”  
 
    “Don’t think about moving in,” she said with a smile. “We can’t stay here!”  
 
    Jack chuckled. There certainly was a part of him that was scoping out the cave as a place to occupy and slowly transform. A dungeon seeking a home.  
 
    The entrance tunnel was square and cut roughly out of the bedrock. On the floor there were ruts where countless wagons of the magical blue sand must have been dragged throughout the decades this mine was in operation. Every now and then a shaft opened on either side of them, but most of these were now blocked by rockfall or piles of discarded earth. In one, they found a stack of rusty barrows, rotted sacks, and ancient broken mining tools.  
 
    In another, they found a couple of tufts of sheep wool.  
 
    “This looks promising,” Jack said, holding up some of the wool. “This shaft doesn’t seem to be blocked like the others, either. Come on, let’s explore it a little further.”  
 
    Melinda nodded and together they squeezed through the narrow entranceway to the shaft beyond.  
 
    “Careful!” Jack said, holding up a hand. He pointed with his spear, and by the light of the flame in his left hand the drop beyond was illuminated. The shaft plunged downward, not sheer, but at a very steep angle.  
 
    “Think we can get down that?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Do you think we should?” Melinda countered. 
 
    He nodded. “Look how smooth the surface is. Every other surface in this place is dusty and rough, but that’s smooth as ice. It looks like something is regularly using it as a path.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Melinda said. “You’re right. Okay, let’s do it. If we’re going to pursue this thing to its den then there’s no point delaying. That far edge looks less slippery than the rest of it. We might be able to get down that one without falling on our butts.”  
 
    “Sounds like a good plan.”  
 
    The rock at the edge of the shaft was indeed easier to navigate. They made their way slowly and carefully downward. After a while, the shaft began to flatten, and a little while later it straightened out completely, turning left and widening into a broad, straight tunnel.  
 
    “There’s a light,” Jack hissed to Melinda.  
 
    “I see,” she said. “Kill your flame.”  
 
    There was a faint whump as Jack extinguished the fire that he held in his hand.  
 
     They gazed forward together in the gloom of the corridor. Up ahead, the tunnel bent round to the right. They could see there was a steady yellow light somewhere back there, shining from around a corner.  
 
    “It looks like a candleflame,” Jack breathed into Melinda’s ear.  
 
    She nodded. “Come on,” she whispered back, “let’s see if we can get closer without whatever’s round there seeing us.” 
 
    Jack frowned in the darkness, then reached out and touched Melinda on the arm. He tossed his head, indicating that they should move away from the light, back up the corridor. Melinda looked puzzled but followed Jack’s lead.  
 
    Once they were further away from the light, he whispered, “I’d almost forgotten about the invisibility cloak. I packed it before we came away, but we’ve not had a need for it yet.”  
 
    “Of course,” Melinda said, smiling. “It’s perfect for now.”  
 
    Jack took the white cloak from his pack and unfolded it. Looked at from one side, it was a perfectly normal white cloak, perhaps of a slighter fabric than one would expect. It folded into a surprisingly small square of material.  
 
    But when it was unfolded and you looked at the other side, the cloak’s color changed to match the background of the scene. It even hid any exposed parts of the person, like their feet, face, or hands. A person wrapped in the cloak was, after a moment or two, completely invisible. It did not work instantly, and that was a limitation—it meant you could not run about with it on. But it was very effective at creating a stationary observation post.  
 
    This time, they spread it out and wrapped it around both their shoulders, Melinda sheathing her sword and Jack de-summoning his spear to be able to move more smoothly. They pulled the cloak up over their heads and then began to advance as quietly as possible toward the glowing light.  
 
    When they got to the corner, Jack started leaning over and sticking his head out around it. He hoped he was moving slowly enough for the cloak to maintain its illusion. After a moment, he was able to look into the chamber that lay around the corner.  
 
    The sight that met his eyes was one of the strangest he had ever seen.  
 
    In the chamber beyond was a monster. It was huge and hairy, bipedal like a man and with enormous, muscular arms that ended in human-like hands with massive black claws protruding from the fingertips. The monster was eight feet tall at least, and its upper arms and legs were as thick as Jack’s torso. It was covered in coarse gray and black hair. It has broad shoulders, a chest as large as a barrel, and a terrifying head. It was a wolf’s head, but it retained none of the nobility or beauty of a wild animal—it was corrupted, with gleaming red eyes and a long, black-lipped mouth of yellowing teeth. The creature’s huge feet were instantly recognizable as the feet that had made the bizarre tracks up on the road above.  
 
    None of this was particularly unexpected, of course—Jack had been expecting a terrifying monster of some kind. His best guess was that this was the kind of monster that was called a werewolf—a giant, corrupted wolf in the shape of a man.  
 
    What was unexpected was that this monstrosity was sitting on an oversized wooden chair, reading a book by the light of a steady candle flame.  
 
    The posture of the huge creature was so human—so like Jack or Melinda when they were studying back in the tower, in fact—that Jack had to firmly restrain a burst of laughter!  
 
    The chair it sat on looked to have been made to measure because it was bigger than any chair Jack had ever seen. But the little side table, the book, and the candle were all dwarfed by the monster. The book, Jack saw, had a red leather cover and some gold lettering on the spine.  
 
    Even as Jack watched, the creature lifted one massive claw and, with great care and concentration, used it to turn the page. This was clearly a difficult job for the monster, and he heard it growl its frustration as it failed to get the page turned on the first couple of attempts.  
 
    There was an insistent plucking at Jack’s arm, and he retreated a little, moving out of the way so Melinda could get a look. She stuck her head slowly round the corner as he had done and watched for a minute or more, shielded by the power of the invisibility cloak.  
 
    When she pulled her head back and turned to him, Jack was about to suggest that they go back up the corridor to discuss their plan. But Melinda reached out and pushed his sleeve up, slipping her bare hand under the cloth so that she could grip his wrist. With the skin-to-skin contact, he felt her thoughts flow through to him.  
 
    The contact was silent. Only Jack heard as Melinda spoke inside his mind.  
 
    “Can you hear me?” she said.  
 
    “Yes!” he thought back to her. “That’s impressive!”  
 
    “I thought you’d like it.” 
 
    “It’s excellent! How did you do it?”  
 
    “Well—” she began, but then Jack interrupted her.  
 
    “Wait a moment,” he said into her mind, “perhaps now is not the time.”  
 
    “Later?” Melinda suggested.  
 
    “Later,” Jack agreed. “First, let’s think about how we’re going to deal with the studious werewolf.” 
 
    Melinda smiled. “I’ve never seen a werewolf before, but from what I’ve read, I don’t think we’re in for an easy fight.”  
 
    Jack shook his head. “I’m not planning to fight him,” he said. “There’s something weird going on here—I guess none of your learning ever taught you that they are voracious readers either?”  
 
    “I’d say not,” she agreed. 
 
    “Well then, that’s no ordinary creature. I’m not just going to go in and kill him. I want to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “We combine our powers again,” Jack said. “By combining my magical awareness with the warlock control of the aether that you use to influence minds, we may be able to get a magical look at the creature and find out why he’s behaving so strangely.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan!”  
 
    There was no need to actually see the werewolf for this task. They could simply lean against the wall. With Melinda’s hand still clasped round his wrist and their minds still linked, Jack reached out with his magical awareness. He felt Melinda riding with him, adding to his reach with her warlock’s intuitive feel for the navigating the aether.  
 
    Like this, he was more aware of her magic than before. She moved the aether as if it were made of physical parts, shifting and rearranging it, like she was ordering stones into piles. She arranged a gap for the werewolf’s mind to show itself, and Jack watched in amazement as a mind flowed into the space, clearly visible both to him and Melinda.  
 
    They moved their awareness a little closer, trying to bring the werewolf’s mind into greater focus… and that was when the creature began to sing.  
 
    His voice was gravelly, a growl that sounded like something between a dog and a human. There was no tune to speak of—the voice did not sound like it could have held a tune—but the words were clearly audible. 
 
    “Silas has gone a-wandering, a-wandering he’s gone, when oh when will poor Silas get home…?”  
 
    Melinda and Jack instinctively froze as the werewolf repeated the little song quietly. Suspended in their magical reaching, they looked at each other in mingled puzzlement and horror. The song was sung with a highly effective tragic feel to it, as if the wolf was mourning someone he’d lost. 
 
    “Silas has gone a-wandering…”  
 
    “Silas. Where have I heard that name before?” Melinda asked Jack urgently.  
 
    It took him only a moment to recall. “Carson the blacksmith,” Jack replied. “He told us that the village had lost their bard about a year ago. He disappeared suddenly, but they found his harp…”  
 
    “At the turnoff to the cave!” Melinda finished. “His name was Silas! Could this werewolf be him…?”  
 
    They brought their attention back to the aethereal space in which the creature’s mind floated, open for examination by the two mages. This time, Jack noted for certain the dual nature of the creature. He felt confusion from Melinda, and understood that she could not see it as clearly. 
 
    “What is it?” she said quietly in his mind. 
 
    “Two beings,” he answered, “joined, but not particularly closely. There’s the man, who is definitely Silas, and the werewolf. They have been merged in some way that I don’t fully understand. It reminds me of the first time I saw a corrupted dungeon. Silas is the stronger of the two presences, and the deeper. The werewolf is wrapped around him, threaded through him like a dark color through the weave of a bright blanket. But it’s a weaker presence, a simple mind compared to his deep one.” 
 
    Melinda immediately jumped to the conclusion that had been hovering at the edges of Jack’s mind. “Can you disentangle them?” 
 
    Jack thought back to when he’d first entered the dungeon at Fordwatch. Back then, he’d found the dungeon in a similar position. The dungeon spirit had been there, but it had been wrapped around with the polluting influence of a confused bog grove spirit. Back then Jack had been able to detach the two, freeing the dungeon spirit to retake possession of the crystal. The grove spirit—also grateful to have been freed from the corruption—had taken up permanent residence in a corner of Jack’s mana pool.  
 
    Jack considered the problem for a moment, looking this way and that at the intertwined beings. This was not quite the same as the issue with the dungeon crystal. Then, he had entered the crystal and fixed it from the inside. That wasn’t possible in this situation.  
 
    “The main problem is that the werewolf might take over and attack us when it becomes psychically aware of us.”  
 
    “I’ll be able to take it on if I transform into my juggernaut form,” Melinda said. “But then I’ll have to leave you to do the psychic work, because I won’t be able to concentrate.”  
 
    “All right,” Jack said. “Let’s try. Be ready to fight if needed, but let’s try to do it as fast as possible so that we don’t have to risk killing the creature.”  
 
    They balanced themselves, ready to attack with the power of their minds. Jack took the lead, since he was the one who was most skilled at this kind of work. Melinda held them steady, while also being ready to transform into a juggernaut if it was needed. Jack gathered his willpower and let mana flow through him, Enhancing his focus the way he would Enhance something external.  
 
    Then he arrowed a fine blade of mana toward the twisted and enmeshed character. 
 
    Everything happened at once.  
 
    The werewolf became aware of him and took over control, forcing down the part of the creature that was a man. In the physical plane, the monster leaped from its chair with a guttural roar, while on the psychic plain Jack saw the shape of the creature’s mind change.  
 
    Suddenly, everything was simpler.  
 
     A moment before, the creature’s mind has been like a globe of clear water wreathed in tendrils of grayish-black werewolf spirit; now, the gray-black rose to the top and expanded, and the clear water part was shoved downward.  
 
    This would actually make the task easier to achieve: his goal was to separate the two, and already they were much more separate than they had been a moment before. 
 
    Melinda leaped away from Jack, extracting herself from the invisibility cloak. He felt her push mana through her internal pathways to stimulate the juggernaut transformation, and as she did so he felt her pull some of her focus from their psychic unity.  
 
    She shot him a thought. “Don’t wait, Jack. I don’t know if I’ll be able to fight him for long without killing him. If we want to do it without destroying him, we need to act fast.”  
 
    Jack didn’t waste energy replying. Instead, he dived deep down into his magical awareness and brought all his focus to completing the task.  
 
    As the transformation took place, Melinda let out a furious bellow, the beast in her appreciating the opportunity to fight. It had been a long time since she’d fought in this form. Her form had evened out a bit—she looked less like a monstrous troll and more like a streamlined creature of stone and flame.  
 
    The werewolf increased in size as well. As it charged her, it expanded as if it were being pumped up with a bellows. Its claws gleamed in the dim light and its eyes blazed furiously as it charged. 
 
    Jack slammed his mana into the gap where the werewolf’s spirit met the man’s. He did it right at the moment when the physical werewolf smashed into Melinda. The impact of Jack’s magical blast sent a wave reverberating through the aether, and Jack felt the cruel spirit of the werewolf turning its attention toward him, looking for the source of this new threat.  
 
    The impact of Jack’s mana blast did not quite have the desired effect. It weakened the connection between werewolf and man spirit, but it did not detach them. Like a man drawing back his fist for a blow, he drew up another blast of mana to fling at the connection.   
 
    At the same moment, as he released the blast, he felt another spirit reaching toward him. This was different, much deeper and more nuanced than that of the wolf. It pawed at him, grasping desperately at his presence like a drowning man reaching for a line.  
 
    It was Silas, the bard who had been joined to the werewolf spirit! 
 
    With a flash of inspiration, Jack saw what he needed to do. His mana blast slammed into the connection between the werewolf and Silas, again disrupting it but not breaking it.  
 
    I need to give power to Silas, Jack thought. He’s the one who’ll be able to break free of the wolf, is only he’s strong enough.  
 
    The fight between Melinda and the werewolf was escalating fast. The wolf’s huge black claws slammed off Melinda’s reinforced hide, leaving dark slashes in their wake. Melinda smacked a heavy, stony palm into the wolf, forcing it back, but it dived straight back in, rending at her with its teeth. Melinda, solid as she was, was not indestructible, and this werewolf was a powerful magical being.  
 
    “Jack!” she yelled in her physical voice. “I can’t hold the connection and fight at the same time!”  
 
    “Let it go!” he yelled back, and the werewolf turned its head to look and see where the new voice had come from. Melinda punched it in the side of the head, and it reeled backward. In that moment, she flung out the last of her connection to Jack, letting her influence stabilize his aethereal presence for a moment more as he fought to free Silas from the wolf.  
 
    Jack pushed mana to Silas’s spirit. The mana flowed from his pool across the aether, using the last of Melinda’s stabilizing influence to do so. Jack saw Silas’s spirit grow suddenly larger and brighter.  
 
    Just a little more! 
 
    His mana pool was draining quickly—maintaining his magical awareness in addition to his physical awareness of Melinda and the werewolf was a taxing task, especially after those two powerful mana blasts.  
 
    Moving quickly, he dug his hand into the leather pouch at his belt where he’d collected blue sand from earlier. Taking a pinch in between his finger and thumb, he absorbed it and channeled the burst of mana that came from it direct to Silas.  
 
    “That worked,” he said out loud, smiling.  
 
    Silas’s spirit suddenly glowed white hot. Jack felt the presence of the man waxing strong, and a loud voice was suddenly heard booming through the aether. Like a man throwing off a confining garment, Silas reached out and flung the werewolf spirit away from himself.  
 
    Melinda and the werewolf were locked in combat, but as the spirit was flung backward there was a glow of green and white light from the wolf and the monstrous figure began to change. Jack lifted the invisibility cloak from his head and watched as the huge figure melted before their eyes. There was an animal howl of frustration as the beast departed, and the white light glimmered around Melinda as she caught the rapidly diminishing figure in her arms.  
 
    Jack flung his own magical awareness wide, like a man throwing a fishing net into water. He caught what he was looking for, dashing away in haste from the site of its defeat—the werewolf spirit. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Jack said as he caught it and drew it toward himself. With an effort, he opened himself to it and absorbed it into his mana pool, letting it slip neatly into place in his library of summonable creatures. 
 
    “A giant monstrous werewolf may well come in handy,” Jack said to himself contentedly, “and even if it doesn’t, this means that the spirit will not be able to cause mischief anymore.”  
 
    Then, with a sigh of satisfaction, he released his magical awareness and let himself settle back into his body. His mana pool was drained and he felt shaky and spent after the last effort, but when he looked toward Melinda he knew it had been worth it.  
 
    She had returned to her regular shape, and was crouched on the ground beside an unconscious but otherwise unharmed man.  
 
    She raised her eyes and smiled at Jack, and he smiled back. Silas the bard had been saved, and the monster threatening the village of Sheepfold had been neutralized.  
 
    They had succeeded in their quest.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Getting the newly-freed Silas back to the village proved to be no easy task. Freed from the werewolf, Silas was a big man. He was tall and well-built, though dressed only in ragged clothes that had appeared with him when he’d been freed. He had no shoes, and he was completely unconscious. Though he breathed steadily, there was nothing either of them could do to awaken him.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Jack asked Melinda.  
 
    “A few scratches as the juggernaut,” she said, “but they don’t seem to have transferred to my regular body. I feel a bit bruised, but I’m fine.”  
 
    “Strange that the werewolf could hurt you like that,” Jack said. “In my memory, you’ve not been vulnerable to blows before.”  
 
    “It must be because of the kind of magical creature it was,” she said, then held up a hand to stop him from saying anything more. “But we’ve plenty of time to think about that in future. For now, let’s think about getting poor Silas out of here. We’ll have to carry him.” 
 
    Jack looked at him doubtfully. “He’s a big fella,” he said. “And he’s out cold. I can’t summon a monster to carry him. I don’t have the mana right now. And even if I did, I don’t think it would work.” 
 
    “No worries,” Melinda said with a shrug. “I feel fine, despite the fight with the wolf. I can transform into my juggernaut form and take him back to the village that way. I guess I could carry you as well?”  
 
    Jack smiled. “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass on that offer. I want a bit of time on my own to think, and I don’t mind the walk.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” she said with an understanding look. “Let’s get out of here then. I want to get this guy back home. He’s in a bad way.”  
 
    Melinda transformed again and Jack was pleased to see that the scratches on her juggernaut hide were gone now.  
 
    As she lifted Silas gently, Jack grinned at her. “You’ve changed,” he said. “You look better now, more agile and powerful.”  
 
    “I feel better too,” she said, her voice a low, stony growl in her throat as she loomed over him with their rescued captive in her arms. “I guess that’s how magic works, right? The more we use it, the better it gets?”  
 
    Jack nodded. “We’re making progress.”  
 
    Before they left, Jack took a quick glance around the room. He picked up the red leather-bound book that the werewolf Silas had been reading. He glanced at the gold lettered title on the spine. Songs of the Northlands. He smiled. It was just a book of lyrics. The bard must have kept it as a comfort, to remind himself that inside, he was still a man.  
 
    Aside from this book, there was nothing worth taking from the bare little chamber. Jack was tempted to explore the mine further, but there might be time for that later. For now, his gut told him it was time to leave. 
 
    Melinda loped out of the chamber and along the corridor, her monster form a hulking shadow up ahead. For his part, Jack lit a flame in his left hand to illuminate his way again and set off after her. In the light of the flame, her monstrous form cast strange, eerie shadows on the walls of the tunnel.  
 
    They navigated the slippery shaft up to the main corridor and got to the outside world again without incident. Here, they found that the mist had lifted, to be replaced with a clear but cold sky.  
 
    “The weather changes fast up here,” Melinda rumbled.  
 
    “The further north we get, the more that will be true,” Jack said, lifting the collar of his cloak and snugging it closer around his neck to keep out the biting chill.  
 
    “Go on now,” he went on, gesturing for Melinda to head up the road with Silas. “Get him home. I’ll see you back at the village.”  
 
    She gave him a last searching look, as if wondering what it was he wanted to think about. Then, ever pragmatic, she shrugged and folded the unconscious Silas deeper into her arms to protect him from the cold. Then she lowered her head and set off at a mile-devouring trot.  
 
    For her size, Jack thought, she moves pretty light! Then he chuckled. Melinda was a little touchy about the fact that her main magic power was turning here into such a monstrous being, and Jack was the wiser man if he could refrain from mentioning it. However, it was true that her new, streamlined evolution was a big improvement, and he was glad that she also felt better about it.  
 
    The hulking shape of Melinda had disappeared over the top of the hill, and Jack began to walk slowly up the sloping road in the same direction. He had a few ideas that he wanted to try out, and something about the blue sand didn’t sit right with him. It all seemed a bit too simple. There are many unanswered questions left here, he thought. What is this stuff? Why have I never heard of it before? And what about this blue glass that Carson the blacksmith said used to be the main product they made with the blue sand? 
 
    When he got to the place in the road where they had uncovered the broken bag of sand earlier, he stopped. Taking a folded sack from his pack, he began to shovel the blue sand out of the ground with his hands.  
 
    There was not a lot of it there. This bag had been dropped a very long time ago, and a lot of the sand had washed away into the clay soil by the road. Around the edges, the sand was mixed with black earth, and it had lost some of its lustrous blue color. To Jack’s magical senses it shone less brightly, and he suspected that it had lost some of its magical potency.  
 
    But the sand in the middle of the clump was still colored very brightly, and when he looked at it through his magical senses it glowed like coals. This he scooped into the empty sack he had taken from his pack, until his sack was about a third full. There being not much left to take, he replenished the supply of blue sand in his belt pouch, then rolled the rest up in the sack and stowed it back in his pack. It felt heavy.  
 
     We’ve not seen the last of the consequences of the blue sand, that’s for sure, he thought, setting off up the road again.  
 
    When he got to the top of the incline, he turned and glanced back down at the cave mouth that yawned eerily in the now bright winter sun.  
 
    As he turned away, he thought through his plan one more time. When he had first absorbed a handful of the sand, he and Melinda had immediately been able to see across a vast distance, all the way back to the Shadow Tower.  
 
    He had used the flow of mana to evolve Spark, and that had been his main focus. Now, however, Jack wondered if he could use a little of the blue sand to talk with Lachlan. It had been many weeks since he’d seen his old mentor. He would greatly appreciate his take on everything that had been happening, and an update on the state of affairs at the Shadow Tower. 
 
    I’ll need to take it easy and be careful, he reminded himself sternly. Last time I used too much and it nearly got out of hand.  
 
    If it hadn’t been for Melinda’s steadying influence, he didn’t know what would have happened when the unexpectedly powerful flow of mana had torn through him.  
 
    Well, I know better now, he thought. Just a little bit, like I used to boost Silas out of the clutches of the werewolf.  
 
    He glanced around himself. Now that the fog was gone and the late afternoon sun was shining, he could see the landscape around him again. It was beautiful, but harsh too. Jack concluded that he preferred the softer climate of the warm middle lands of his birth. In the far south of the Noonlands, it was said, the sun blazed so hot that sometimes the crops did not grow in the summer, but in the middle lands, where Jack had started life, the climate was neither too hot nor too cold.  
 
    Just right, he thought, and was beset by a sudden burst of homesickness. He thought of his stepfather Robin, and of the village where he’d grown up. It wasn’t so long ago that he’d been forced to fight to save the village from the evil agents of King Bain of Nightvale, the dastardly Roland Redhands and his psychically controlled agents. 
 
    Jack had won that battle with the help of Melinda and of Lachlan, but it had been necessary to wipe the memories of the villagers at the end of the battle. Robin, Jack’s stepfather, would not remember that visit. 
 
    I’ll get to go back and visit again someday, he reassured himself. For now, let’s see if I can have a chat with Lachlan with the help of some of the blue sand.  
 
    He took a pinch of sand from his belt pouch and held it up. It gleamed in the cold sunlight, glittering with a rich, slightly translucent blue color. Magic radiated from it, pure and raw, unsullied by any mages’ intention. It was like magic translated into a pure physical element.  
 
    “Blue sand,” Jack muttered out loud, shaking his head and smiling in amazement and slight disbelief. Surely this mine could not have been operating for decades, exporting literally tons of blue sand, for something as banal as pretty blue glass? There had to be more to it.  
 
    Or did there? Jack remembered the Skyheart, a beautiful blue dye plant that was grown by various villages throughout the Noonlands, all unknowingly using the latent power of dungeon portal chambers to make a better color that fixed well in cloth. Perhaps this was all that was happening, no matter how absurd it seemed.  
 
    He chuckled at the thought of such an incredibly powerful magical resource being used to make glassware. Did that destroy the sand’s magical potency? Were there, in kitchens and pantries all over the kingdom, collections of bottles and glasses holding vast amounts of dormant magical power?  
 
    The thought made him a little uncomfortable. He rather hoped that was not the case. 
 
    Holding the pinch of sand between his finger and thumb, he focused his attention on it and absorbed it. As before, he felt the immediate effect—mana poured through him and expanded outward from his core.  
 
    Instantly he was more aware of the dungeon part of himself—there was a tendril of awareness going back to the mine that he’d left, and something else. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. 
 
    Got to keep the focus, he told himself sternly. All manner of strange, intriguing things were happening, and the broad view provided by the sand was almost intoxicating. He had to remember that he was here to communicate with his teacher—that was the most important thing.  
 
    With an effort of will, Jack narrowed his focus and moved his awareness across the land, deliberately aiming for the Shadow Tower. His mind moved across the vast distance at the speed of thought, woods, mountains, streams, and valleys flying past so quickly he could barely see them as his mind flew toward its destination.  
 
    He was pleased with his ability to keep his split focus. One part of him was aware of his physical body, walking the brown hills above Sheepfold village in the pale winter sun of the late afternoon. Another part of him—the aethereal part—was flying at the speed of thought across the land, seeking his mentor.  
 
    In the very early days, when he had just met Lachlan Woe, Jack had learned how to maintain his focus while doing different magical tasks. Back then, even walking down the road while maintaining Guiding Light had been a challenge. 
 
    He smiled. He’d come a long way since then.  
 
    Here was the Shadow Tower before him suddenly, and he arrowed down toward it, finding his way rapidly through the corridors to Lachlan’s mind.  
 
    “Jack?” Lachlan said, sitting up at his table from a scroll he’d been working on.  
 
    In his mind’s eye, Jack saw his mentor’s red and black striped face, his yellow warlock’s eyes, the strange little yellow nubs of bone that poked like short horns from his forehead.  
 
    “Yes,” Jack said.  
 
    Lachlan did something—he reached out in a way Jack couldn’t fully perceive. His warlock magic steadied the connection between them, much as Melinda did when she and Jack had joined their forces to examine the Silas-werewolf creature’s mind.  
 
    Jack felt a connection between his and his teacher snap into place, pulled tight as if they were each holding one end of a rope.  
 
    The visual impression of Lachlan faded, as did Jack’s awareness of his own aether body. He blinked, coming back to full awareness of his physical body walking back toward the village.  
 
    “What happened?” he said inside his mind.  
 
    Lachlan’s voice replied inside his head, as loud and as clear as Melinda’s had been when they had communicated back in the mine. “You don’t need to keep a part of your awareness physically with me for us to do this, Jack,” his mentor said. “Now that the connection has been established, we can maintain it without you having to actually send part of yourself to me.”  
 
    “You’ve done this kind of thing before then?”  
 
    “It’s a warlock thing,” Lachlan said, and Jack heard the smile in his voice. “I didn’t think you could do it. How are you? Is everything going well? How have you learned this trick of communicating over distances? I don’t sense Melinda here helping you…”  
 
    “She’s not,” Jack said. “Not this time. But I’ll tell you the whole story from the beginning.”  
 
    Jack found that he was able to bring Lachlan up to speed much more quickly than he would have if they had actually been sitting together. The thoughts flowed easily and quicky between them, and in less than half an hour Jack had covered all the main events and answered all of Lachlan’s questions.  
 
    “What do you think about the blue sand?” he asked. “Have you ever heard of it before?”  
 
    “Not by that name,” Lachlan said. “It reminds me of enchanter’s gold. Remember the stuff we got from the quarry back near Oakwood?”  
 
    Jack did remember. Enchanter’s gold was like normal gold except it took enchantment better than any other substance that they knew of. Iron or steel, or even regular gold could be enchanted with an attribute, as could cloth, stone, or any other material you cared to name. However, it was not easy to do, and if the enchantment was at all complicated the material would break down under the strain.  
 
    Enchanter’s gold was different. It could hold incredibly complex magical spells within its substance, which made it highly valuable.  
 
     The robes Jack was wearing right now had decorations made from enchanter’s gold. It had a powerful armor spell, so complex and powerful that he could, with just a pressure of his willpower, cause a suit of red-hot stone armor to snap into place around him in an instant. He had worked with Ivan to make it when he’d first been given the workshop.  
 
    A normal piece of gold would never have been able to hold such complex enchantments, but enchanter’s gold was perfectly suited to the task.  
 
    “I do remember that,” Jack said to Lachlan. “And I see why you say the blue sand reminds you of it—they’re both powerful elements that occur naturally in the earth, they both hold impressive magical qualities.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Lachlan said. “In the old days, in Nightvale before the war, we used to have a range of things like that. There was enchanter’s gold, of course, and there was also a substance we called sorcerer’s silver, that could be used to contain curses. Then there were the various crystals and trace metals that could be used to contain magical energy of different forms. But this blue sand—a substance that gives a power boost to a mage—I’ve never heard of anything like that before. The implications are…” 
 
    Lachlan trailed off thoughtfully.  
 
    “What about the story that it was used to create blue glass?” Jack asked. “It seems unlikely, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “It certainly does seem unlikely. No, there’s certainly more to that story than meets the eye,” Lachlan said. “When you get back to the village, find out more if you can. Have a look in the abandoned houses, ask around for old folks who may remember the industry when it was in its prime, that kind of thing.”  
 
    “Very well,” Jack said, and then asked what else had been going on at the Shadow Tower. 
 
    “Well,” Lachlan said, “you know that Spark has evolved and left us, of course. Max is pining, but she’s busy with her hatchlings and is not too worried about…”  
 
    “She?” Jack broke in. “Her hatchlings? What are you talking about?”  
 
    Lachlan laughed. “You won’t have known, of course. We just found out ourselves. It turns out Max is not a he at all. Max is a female, and apparently she and Spark have been… well, they’ve been getting along rather well, if you know what I mean, and the result is that she now has a clutch of fairly monstrous eggs that she’s caring for fastidiously, as you’d expect. A few of them have hatched already, but there are many more to come. Ivan is obsessed with them. It is a most fascinating event. Such a union is, well, unusual to say the least. Two magical beings of different types, mating to create offspring… unheard of, really.”  
 
    “Fantastic!” Jack said. “I’d never have guessed it!”  
 
    “You and everyone else,” Lachlan chuckled. “The offspring are growing slowly, though, so there will be plenty of time for you to get to know them once you get back.”  
 
    “Right,” Jack said. “This will take a little getting used to. But Max doesn’t mind that Spark has left?”  
 
    “To be honest,” Lachlan said. “I think it’s for the best. Since she laid her eggs she’s had little time for him. She snapped at him if he got too close, and he spent his time moping around the garden and the kitchen.”  
 
    Jack was more amused than he’d been in a long time. “How about the tower?” he asked after a pause. 
 
    Lachlan spoke reluctantly. “The tower is… quiet,” he said. “Sheobeth went down to the core chamber before you left, as you know, and since then both of them have been quiet. I’ve not seen Sheobeth, and I’ve not heard from Maia at all.”  
 
    Jack nodded thoughtfully. Sheobeth, an aether god of the old world, had returned to the Noonlands when she heard of the coming of Jack the Aetherborn. She had come to help them, and had warned them that the agents of Nightvale had taken Jack’s home village prisoner. 
 
    After the rescue, however, she had disappeared into the tower’s core chamber.  
 
    Maia, the almost-human spirit that inhabited the crystal core deep under the Shadow Tower, was another enigma. She was in some ways like a dungeon. She was a spirit occupying a crystal, with the ability to summon monsters. Like a dungeon, her spirit occupied the whole tower and was aware of everything that went on within its walls.  
 
    But unlike a dungeon, she had a name, and her character was much more human than that of any dungeon Jack had ever encountered. The dungeons were alien creatures in many ways—bloodthirsty, dramatic, and without any instinctive sensibilities or moral compass. They learned to behave in appropriate ways so that they could survive in the world and continue to attract adventurers, but they did not do so by nature.  
 
    Maia, by contrast, was a moral being. She did not fully understand what she was herself, and so neither did Jack or Lachlan. 
 
    “Perhaps Sheobeth will be able to help Maia discover more about herself?” Jack suggested. “She’s something of a mystery to herself as well as to everyone else. It would do her good to delve into her true nature.”  
 
    “I agree,” Lachlan said. “And it’s out of our hands now. All has gone very quiet in the tower, though the various magical influences that work throughout the building remain in place. I confess I’m a little worried that if Maia is somehow detached from the tower and given human form—which I suspect may be the outcome of this—that the tower will cease to be a functioning base for us. But that’s unfair of me to begrudge Maia her freedom for that reason. If Sheobeth can release her from the tower crystal, that’s good for both of them.”  
 
    Many ideas that Jack had only half formed before now slipped into place. “You think Maia is a human spirit trapped in the tower crystal?” Jack said, amazed.  
 
    “Well, yes,” Lachlan said, sounding surprised. “I thought you knew that.” 
 
    “I’d never thought of it that way,” he admitted. 
 
    “There’s no question about it,” Lachlan said. “I don’t know much about the origins of the tower—it was fully formed when I found it—but it’s not unheard of for a human spirit to get trapped in a dungeon crystal. I suspect something of the kind happened in this instance, but there’s more to it than I know. The transfer of a soul from a body to a crystal at the point of death is a deeply traumatizing experience—I can imagine that even Maia does not fully understand what happened.” 
 
    “And you’re content to let that happen? To let Sheobeth free Maia and potentially remove the magic from the tower?”  
 
    He felt Lachlan’s shrug. “It’s in motion,” he said. “I have little choice. But yes, I’m content to let it happen. If Maia was trapped in the crystal against her will, who am I to stop her from being freed?”  
 
    “Noble of you to do the right thing.” 
 
    Lachlan chuckled. “What choice do I have? Anyway, I feel that there are things in motion here that are bigger than me or what I know about the situation. I’ll let events take their course. I’ll be interested to see what happens.”  
 
    Jack came to the edge of the dip where the village of Sheepfold lay as Lachlan spoke. He placed his hands on his hips and looked down on the sleepy village for a moment. Then he sat down on the grass, with his cloak folded under him. 
 
    The sun was dropping toward the horizon.  
 
    “And what about your work?” Jack asked. “Have you been doing anything of interest?”  
 
    “My work is always of interest,” Lachlan said sharply. “But I assume you mean any work of interest to you and to our shared quest?” He sighed. “I’ve been searching high and low for a way through to Nightvale. I’ve found nothing. That’s good for us in a way, because it means that King Bain cannot send anyone through to attack us. But we’re going to need some way through if we’re going to rescue Elena and if Hannah’s going to find her way back. That’s got to be our goal in the end.”  
 
    “I agree,” Jack said. “I suppose we have to assume that Roland Redhands just created his own portal through to the Noonlands and that’s all there is to it.”  
 
    “But it doesn’t make sense,” Lachlan said. “The Grand portals that lead between the worlds don’t work like that. You can’t just open one. It takes immense amounts of power to even try, and to make a Grand portal a deep, profound understanding of dungeons is required. No one in Nightvale has that anymore, for there are no dungeons!”  
 
    A deep, profound understanding of dungeons, Jack thought. Something cold crept through his belly, a shard of ice slipped through his veins. Could there be someone out there besides himself who could have a deep, profound understanding of dungeons and their workings? Deep and profound enough that they could have created a Grand portal?  
 
    “There must be someone like that, though,” he said. “If there’s no other way to open a Grand portal then that has to be the case. They must have found some way of doing it.”  
 
    “Only the Aetherborn could have such a knowledge,” Lachlan protested.  
 
    “But the fact remains that they did manage to open one for Redhands to travel through. I saw him go through it, I saw it collapse afterward. Could there be…” he swallowed, then pushed himself to say it. “Could there be another Aetherborn?”  
 
    Lachlan was silent for so long that for a moment Jack thought the connection between them had been broken.  
 
    “Another Aetherborn?” he finally said, softly. “I had not considered the possibility. Perhaps… there is no rule against it, I don’t think. I just assumed…”  
 
    “A second Aetherborn,” Jack said, feeling a rush of excitement all of a sudden. “One in the service of the King of Nightvale. One who could reawaken the dungeons in Nightvale, as I am doing here in the Noonlands. Admit it, it makes sense!”  
 
    “You’re right… It would explain a lot. I must speak to Hannah Dwimmer about it. Perhaps in the light of this possibility, some of her more recent knowledge of Nightvale can be reinterpreted.”  
 
    “Lachlan, I’d better go,” Jack said. “It’s getting dark here. Can I reach out to you again like this?”  
 
    “Yes,” Lachlan said. “Melinda should be able to help you if you can’t establish the connection on your own. Be wary of using the blue sand, Jack. It may have some unexpected consequences. Find out what you can about it, and get back in touch with me soon.”  
 
    “It’s good to hear you’re well, Lachlan,” Jack said, standing up and stretching his arms out above his head.  
 
    “And you, lad,” Lachlan said. “Take care of yourself.”  
 
    He broke the connection.  
 
    Jack felt as if his ears had popped. Thinking about all Lachlan had told him, he made his way back down the hill toward the village in the gathering gloom of evening.  
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    “How’s Silas?” Jack asked Melinda. She had met him in the main square of the village.  
 
    The scene was different from when they had arrived. Then, they had just been two travelers, and of little interest to most of the villagers except possibly as potential customers. Now, Jack could tell that the village had heard the news. Silas the bard had been found and returned to them, and the monster that had been threatening their sheep had been neutralized.  
 
    In the village square, several of the villagers had gathered to see Jack as he came back in from the hills. In the gloom of early evening, some torches were lit. The faces of the villagers were friendly and interested, though a few of them did look rather scared.  
 
    “Silas is fine,” Melinda said in answer to his question. “He’s in the room at the inn where we slept last night, and the innkeeper Esmerelda is looking after him. He’s exhausted, but no worse than that. He’ll sleep for a while, but I’m sure that when he wakes he’ll be himself again.” 
 
    Jack suspected Melinda of having intervened in Silas’s sleep a little. That was the kind of thing she would be able to do easily with her warlock magic. 
 
    He was glad of it. He wanted a chance to talk over everything that had happened with Carson the blacksmith, who came shouldering through the crowd at this very moment, his arms spread wide and his face beaming with pleasure. 
 
    “Jack!” he cried. “Melinda here tells me there’s no need to fear the monster of the blue sand cave anymore?”  
 
    “That’s right,” Jack said, shooting a glance at Melinda. “As far as I can tell, the monster who was eating your sheep has been well and truly dealt with.”  
 
    “Good, good!” Carson boomed. “I can’t thank you enough, and that goes for all of us here in the village.” There was a general murmur of agreement from the crowd. “Our sheep are our livelihood, and the threat to them was a threat to our very existence. We’re a humble people, but we like living here and it would have been a sore blow to have been driven out of our village by something monstrous attacking our sheep!”  
 
    “I’m very glad to have been able to help!” Jack smiled in reply. “But I understand that poor Silas, who was captured by the monster, has been put up in our room at the inn?” Jack thought that the idea of Silas being ‘captured’ would be easier for the villagers to understand. He didn’t want to get into explanations about a magical binding that even he did not fully understand yet.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Carson laughed. “Silas is in the room above the inn, being cared for by Esmerelda the innkeeper. She will nurse him back to health. But have no fear. My wife and I have a large room in our house that you can stay in for the moment, and if that’s not to your liking we can come to some other, more permanent arrangement.” 
 
    “A permanent arrangement?” Jack said. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Carson said. “You will be staying a while, won’t you? Right, right, you’re not from these parts. We northerners get a taste for these things, and there’s no doubt about that.” The big man glanced knowingly at the sky. “The snows are coming, and when they do, there’ll be no traveling on the roads. Yes, you and Melinda will be well advised to set up here until the deep freeze passes. We’ll be glad to welcome you.”  
 
    Carson the smith was not wrong. That very night the snow began to fall, lightly at first, then heavily and steadily, until the whole village was muffled under a soft white blanket. The cold was profound, and by the next morning the drifts would have buried a horse up to its neck. Even if they had been able to get horses, Melinda and Jack would have struggled to make any progress on the roads. 
 
    After a short consultation, they wisely agreed to take up the blacksmith’s offer, trusting his judgment.  
 
    “We can wait here for Spark,” Jack said. “Once he arrives we’ll be able to move on, but until then staying in Sheepfold village will give us the opportunity to rest, and to study the blue sand a bit more.”  
 
    Jack and Melinda were given the use of a big room above the forge in the blacksmith’s house, and it was certainly more luxurious than their stay in the inn. For one thing, they had a lamp to see by, and a hearth of their own. There was a window looking out onto the village, and a couple of comfortable chairs by the hearth to sit in.  
 
    As with the inn, however, there was again only one large bed.  
 
    “These people must all think that we’re married,” Jack joked to Melinda once they were alone that night.  
 
    He laughed, but she just smiled warmly at him. 
 
    “I don’t mind that,” she said softly. “Do you?”  
 
    He thought about it for a moment, then felt a smile growing on his own face. He shook his head. 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    That night, they ate a hearty meal with the smith and his wife. The main meat in Sheepfold village was—not surprisingly—mutton, but there was also a good store of root vegetables that had been bought in and put in store for the winter. 
 
    So, as on the night before, they had a rich mutton stew with lots of meat and vegetables, along with good, savory brown bread. This night, however, they had the addition of some ripe cheese and sweet dried fruit for afterward, as well as a mug of good beer each from Carson’s private stash.  
 
    They talked, and Jack discovered that Carson was an intelligent, thoughtful man who knew a great deal about the village and its history.  
 
    “I confess,” the blacksmith said, “that I didn’t believe that you would find anything when you went out earlier. So, I perhaps didn’t say everything that I should have.”  
 
    “That’s understandable,” Jack said. “But won’t you tell us a bit more now? To tell the truth, we saw some strange things up in the blue sand cave. I’d like to know more about the cave, and about the blue sand itself. Who bought it? Where was it exported to? And where was the blue glass you spoke of manufactured? The sand has some… interesting properties, and it would be very useful to Melinda and I to know more about where it was going.”  
 
    “Hmm, ah, well,” the blacksmith said, looking and sounding more than a little uncomfortable. He paused, then seemed to find his resolve. He took a deep breath, then plunged ahead. “To tell the truth, the story about the blue glass is not exactly true. It’s… more of a cover. The fact of the matter is that the sand was not used to manufacture glass. Or at least, I never knew of any proof that it was.” 
 
    “What happened with it, then?” Jack asked.  
 
    “It was transported to the port city of Yillin,” Carson replied. “On the western coast, only a few weeks’ journey from here. I used to go with the trade caravans sometimes when I was a lad, and I saw the merchants who bought it. They were strange folks, very strange indeed, actually. And their ship…” Carson leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Their ship would load up and sail straight out to sea, due west, away from the land.”  
 
    “What’s so strange about that?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “Only that there’s nothing out there but open water!” Carson said. “Yillin is a busy port, but it transports goods up and down the coastline of the Noonlands. There’s nothing west of that coast but open ocean for thousands of miles. No one knows what’s out there, but sure as my name’s Carson there’s no trade route out that way. They used to keep it quiet and leave in the small hours of the night so no one would see, but my grandfather sat up with me one night to show me. We watched their lights disappear over the horizon, and the gods only know where they were going to.”  
 
    “And all the blue sand went off to the open ocean like that?” Jack asked.  
 
    “As far as I know,” Carson said. “It was a long time ago, and I was only a lad, but I never heard of it going anywhere else. It was not long after that the supply dried up, and this village began to shrink. That’s all I can tell you about it.”  
 
    “Well, thank you,” Jack said. “You’ve given us a lot to think about. For now, we’ll take your offer of hospitality gladly, and wait until the snows have passed.”  
 
    Melinda and Jack slept soundly that night, side by side. Jack was happy with how comfortable they were together. It felt great to wake up next to each other, and though they didn’t discuss their feelings, Jack could sense their closeness and affection growing. Every now and again he caught Melinda looking at him in a warm, thoughtful way, and that made him feel good as well.  
 
    But for the moment, there were practicalities to attend to. In a vivid moment before he woke up, Jack had a vision that he knew was not a dream. In the vision, he saw Spark. The dragon was making his way lazily along the edge of the forest south of the main east-west road. He was moving in their direction, but he was taking his time, stopping to hunt the herd of wild pigs that populated the deep parts of the forest, then finding warm, uninhabited parts of the woods to sleep off his meals in.  
 
    When Jack touched minds with him, he felt the warmth of affection and enjoyment in life coming from Spark. “It’s cold where you are,” the dragon said. “I need to make sure I’m well fed before I reach you.”  
 
    “Take your time,” Jack replied. “We’ve work to do here.”  
 
    Their stay in Sheepfold quickly turned into a productive, busy time. First, they commandeered one of the abandoned houses as a laboratory for experiments with the blue sand. With help from some of the villagers, they repaired the damage that had come from decades of abandonment and made the building wind and watertight. Then, setting up a large workbench near the newly cleaned and restored hearth, they set to work experimenting with the blue sand.  
 
    Melinda and Jack had both learned the theory of setting up a new enchanting table, but they had never put it into practice. They worked steadily at it, however, and eventually they managed to get the correct combination of runes and spells to work. The table became a place where powerful magic could be performed, and the runes surrounding its edges guaranteed that the magic would not bleed over into the world, but would remain contained.  
 
    Here, they began to systematically experiment with the blue sand. At first, it defied their understanding. There seemed little that could be done with it except absorbing it as a power source, but Jack was convinced that this was not why so much of it had been exported by the mysterious traders. Melinda tried to absorb it, but that didn’t work. She even tried eating a little of it—much against Jack’s better judgment—but nothing happened.  
 
    “There’s something else,” Jack kept saying. “Something about it that I’ve not quite managed to grasp yet.”  
 
    They exposed it to fire, water, earth, and air magics. Melinda tried to use her warlock spells to manipulate it, and they summoned monsters and tried to boost the monsters’ powers with it. That worked a little, making the monsters bigger and stronger. They smashed it with focused magical energy, they tried to bind it with crystals and rocks, or with iron, steel, and gold.  
 
    But for all their efforts, they discovered little. It seemed inert, except for the fact that it could be absorbed for a power boost. Jack found he could not just boost his monsters with it, but he could boost Melinda too. He would absorb it and then channel the resulting energy burst to her. That made her juggernaut form grow larger and stronger, and also made it take on a strange blue tint.  
 
     “There has to be more to this,” Jack said one evening as they sat in their comfortable room above Carson’s smithy, where they had agreed to settle until Spark arrived. “The blue sand has been shipped away for some specific purpose.”  
 
    “I agree,” Melinda said. “I wonder if we can travel out that way once Spark arrives. Perhaps we’ll find something out there?”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Jack said. “But it was a long time ago. Things might have changed since then and whatever was out there might be long gone.”  
 
    Melinda nodded. She was more disheartened than Jack about their lack of progress with the sand. Jack had to admit it was frustrating. The snow kept falling, and though he felt that they were making good use of their time, he would have been happy if they could have made a bit of progress.  
 
    Often in his sleeping hours he would have vivid visions of Spark, but the dragon was taking his time getting to them. Jack knew that Spark would obey him if he asked him to hurry up, but something told him it was better to wait and give him the chance to get used to his newly evolved form. 
 
    So, they waited.  
 
    One morning, Jack came out into the village square and felt the sun warm on his face. No snow had fallen for a few days, and though there was still a lot on the ground the air felt warmer than it had for weeks.  
 
    “Spring is definitely on the way,” said a voice, and Jack looked round to find Carson near him. The blacksmith smiled. “Esmerelda sent a message. Silas the bard is finally awake. He’s asked to see you.”  
 
    “To see me?” Jack asked, surprised. “I wouldn’t have thought he’d have remembered me.”  
 
    Carson shrugged. “That’s the message. Melinda is in your lab—you should go down and see Silas straight away.”  
 
    Jack thanked him before going to get Melinda. Together, the two of them made their way down to the inn.  
 
    In all the weeks that had passed, Silas had mostly been asleep. Every now and then he would wake up for long enough to ask where he was, but he mostly went to sleep again quickly afterward. So, Jack and Melinda were both surprised when they came into the inn and found the man sitting in a chair by the fire, looking thin and worn, but not unwell.  
 
    “Ah, there you are,” Esmerelda said. “he’s been asking for you. I’ll let you discuss your business in private.”  
 
    “I wanted to thank you,” Silas said when the two mages were seated. “It’s been a long, strange time for me, but now I’m awake I remember it all. You… you saved me from my binding to the werewolf spirit. I don’t quite know how you did it, but without you I’d never have been free of that monster.”  
 
    “You helped,” Jack said, remembering how Silas’s spirit had pushed against the werewolf at the last moment. “But I’m glad we were able to be of use to you and the village. Can you tell me what happened? How you ended up in that situation in the first place?”  
 
    Silas nodded, shut his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. “It was the blue sand,” he said. “Since you are mages, I guess that you know about it and its properties?”  
 
    “We do a bit,” Jack said guardedly, “but anything more that you can tell us will be helpful.”  
 
    “I thought so. Well, it’s like this. I learned by accident that the blue sand could be used to Enhance materials. I applied it to an old harp, rubbing it into the wood. Originally I thought it might be a neat way to dye the wood, but when I did it the sand went into the wood and the sound of the harp was greatly Enhanced. I was foolish. I thought that if I could apply it to myself I might be able to Enhance my voice. I couldn’t sing like I used to when I was younger. I was out of practice, and I thought I had discovered something that might give me a shortcut.”  
 
    He paused, as if the memory was painful, then plunged on. “I went down into the mine seeking the sand. When I found some, I gathered it and began to experiment, trying to get it into my system in some way, but nothing worked. Then, one night, I heard this howling sound from deep inside the cave system. It was coming closer. I’d been making a lot of noise, and I think I must have attracted it.”  
 
    He shuddered visibly at the memory. “It was a spirit. It came into the chamber where I was working, a tall, wraith-like creature shaped like a wolf. And it attacked me. I had a handful of the blue sand in my right hand, and I held my right arm up to defend myself. It blasted me with some kind of magical attack, and the magic hit the sand that was clutched in my grip. There was a terrible wrenching sensation, and a great flash of light, and when I became aware again we were merged.”  
 
    “It must have been very frightening,” Jack said. 
 
    He glanced at Melinda, and he could see from her posture that she was very excited. Pure mana. It was the one thing they’d not tried to hit the blue sand with. They’d experimented with hitting it with mana in lots of different forms, but just a raw, pure mana blast was something new. From what the bard was saying, it sounded as if a blast of pure mana could cause the sand to combine nearby elements onto something new, the way it had combined the wolf spirit and Silas to create the werewolf.  
 
    “It was frightening,” Silas said. “The wolf spirit was as unhappy with the situation as I was, but there was nothing either of us could do. We ended up coming to an uneasy alliance, but we had to eat. At least I could exert enough control over things that we would only eat sheep. Poor Maro – that was an accident. We got too close to the village one night, because I wanted to have a look and I was lonely. Maro saw us and the sight frightened him to death!”  
 
    “What will you do now?” Jack asked.  
 
    “I’ll go back to singing and playing, once I can,” Silas replied. “And when I’m able to, I’ll be content with my voice and my harp as they are, and I’ll never seek to dabble in magic again!”  
 
    Jack smiled. “I have something of yours that might help,” he said, and took from his pack the little book that Silas had been reading when they’d first found him.  
 
    As soon after that as they reasonably could, Jack and Melinda left. They sprinted up through the snow back to the laboratory. Inside, Melinda lit lamps and Jack gathered the last of the blue sand they had to experiment with.  
 
    “It can merge elements together to create a new complete thing,” Jack said. “We need four elements—pure mana, two things to combine, and the blue sand itself.”  
 
    “What will we use?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “Anything,” Jack said, rummaging in a pile of supplies they had collected. “What about this?” He held up an old rusty sword.  
 
    “That’ll do,” Melinda replied, her eyes gleaming.  
 
    Jack threw the sword onto the enchanting table, then put a lit candle upright next to it. Then he sprinkled a line of blue sand in between them. “We’ll combine the sword and the candle using the blue sand and a strike of pure mana, and see what happens…”  
 
    Sending pure mana out from his pool was something Jack was able to do, but he never had any need to do it. Always, he transformed the mana into some element or creature before doing so. Now, he let magical energy flow out of his pool into his hand. His hand shimmered with silvery light as the mana gathered there.  
 
    The runes on the enchantment table glowed brightly as he held his hand above it, anticipating the spell. Then he channeled the pure mana down onto the items below his hand.  
 
    There was a crackle like lightning, and the runes blazed out with gold and purple light, illuminating their faces as they gazed down on the transformation that was taking place before their very eyes. The sword and the candle shimmered and wavered, then began to flow toward the blue sand.  
 
    “It’s working!” Jack cried as he watched the sword and candle merge within the blue sand. There was a flashing light and blue flames suddenly swept upward from the magical merging on the table before them. Then, the flames cleared, and a sword lay on the enchantment table before them.  
 
    “Beautiful!” Melinda said, leaning over to pick the sword up. It was straight, with a simple grip and guard and a long, gleaming blade of steel. It shimmered as if it had just been newly forged, and it bore no resemblance to the rusty blade that had been there before. 
 
    Melinda held it up and at that moment the blade burst into flame. 
 
    “Wow!” Jack laughed, leaping backward. Melinda concentrated on the blade and the flames died away again.  
 
    “I can control the fire with my mind!” Melinda said in amazement. “We’ve used the blue sand to combine the element of fire from the candle and the essence of the sword to create something entirely new!” 
 
    Jack smiled at her enthusiasm, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something else, something more, something that he was missing. Obeying a sudden impulse, he grabbed a handful of blue sand from the bag and placed it on the now-empty enchanting table.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Melinda asked with interest.  
 
    “I want to try something else,” Jack replied. “Something we’ve not tried before. This stuff, this blue sand, maybe it can do something else as well. I feel… I don’t know where this is coming from, but I feel that there’s something more to it.”  
 
    He held the sand up, then put it down on the enchanting table in a small pile in the middle. The runes glowed, not as brightly as a moment before, but steadily, as if in anticipation. 
 
    Jack gathered the mana from his pool and channeled it into his hand.  
 
    As the silver light gathered around his fingers, Melinda suddenly understood what he was doing. “You’re going to blast the blue sand with pure mana, but there’s nothing there for the sand to combine?”  
 
    “Exactly,” Jack said. “The ability to create new magical items by combining other things is great, but I think there’s more to it than that. What happens if we blast the sand with mana without anything else being present?”  
 
    He let the mana flow from his hand down to flood the blue sand on the table. There was a moment’s tense silence, then the silvery mana started to be absorbed into the sand.  
 
    “It’s working!” Melinda said. “Something’s happening!”  
 
    Jack grinned as he let more mana flow into the pile of sand. The sand began to melt, flowing out into a bubbling blue liquid that spread in a pool out over the wood of the enchanting table. It grew in size, and the blue color deepened. There was a strange, warm smell that neither of them recognized.  
 
    Then, without warning, there was a loud snap from the table. It was as loud as a tree branch breaking, and Jack stepped back instinctively and broke off the mana connection. Blue smoke rose from the table in a thick cloud.  
 
    The smoke was clearing when Melinda and Jack leaned forward eagerly, looking for the sand. It was gone.  
 
    In its place was a perfectly-formed six-sided crystal, about the size of Jack’s thumb. It gleamed and twinkled in the light that came in through the window.  
 
    “The sand has turned into a crystal!” Melinda cried in amazement as Jack picked the gemstone up.  
 
    He thought for a moment, then allowed a little mana to flow into it. Immediately, a connection snapped into place between himself and the crystal.  
 
    “It’s connected to me,” he said quietly. “I can put mana into it, but also…” Experimentally, Jack tried to draw mana back from it into his pool. It worked.  
 
    “That’s it,” he said in amazement. “That’s what the sand is for. It can be used to create a storage unit, a piece of crystal that can be used to store mana. A mage can put power into it and draw it back out at will.”  
 
    “Like an external mana pool,” Melinda said in amazement.  
 
    “Yes, but different from a mana pool in one crucial way,” Jack said. 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “Connect to my magical awareness for a moment and I’ll show you.”  
 
    Melinda frowned, but did as he asked her. Coming forward, she put a hand on his shoulder and he felt her extending her own awareness out to merge with his. In this way they were powerfully aware of each other’s magical field.  
 
    Jack heard Melinda gasp as she became fully aware of the connection between him and the crystal.  
 
    “Watch,” he said, and began to drain his mana pool along the connection to the crystal.  
 
    Mana flowed from him like water from a bucket, a steady flow that sank into the small crystal. He kept going until he was near to draining himself completely, then he stopped.  
 
    He sat in a chair, breathing slowly and steadily and holding the crystal in his hand.  
 
    “The crystal is not full,” Melinda said.  
 
    “Not even close,” Jack agreed, “and my mana pool is not insignificant. Let’s see how much we can fill it with.”  
 
    It took half an hour of meditation for Jack’s mana pool to refill completely, and again Jack drained all of his mana into the crystal. Another three times they did it, until eventually Jack felt some resistance from the crystal.  
 
    “This crystal,” Jack said, feeling a little breathless, “now contains five times the mana that I can have in my mana pool at any one time. If I wanted to, I could drain all the mana out of this crystal at a single stroke and channel it into a spell. A single spell five times as powerful as any I could conjure myself. It’s a mana store, Melinda. A device for storing huge amounts of mana, more than any one mage could channel alone. And this is just one small crystal. Can you imagine the amount of mana that a large crystal could hold? And the power of the magic that a mage could use if he were to draw on the power of that crystal?”  
 
    Melinda sat down suddenly.  
 
    “The ship,” she said. “The strange traders who exported all the blue sand. That must have been what they were doing.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt that they were using it for other things too,” Jack said. “Creating items from combinations like we just did, and maybe for other uses that we don’t yet know about. But yes, I think this is the solution to the mystery. Someone has been creating giant storage crystals and hoarding vast amounts of mana in them.”  
 
    “But who?” Melinda asked. “Who would want to do that? Who would have the resources to do it?”  
 
    Jack looked at her, and she met his eyes. “There’s only one person I can think of,” Jack said.   
 
    She nodded. “King Bain,” she said. “The ruler of Nightvale.”
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    “I guess the only question left now is how they got it through to Nightvale,” Melinda said.  
 
    “A portal,” Jack replied. “Out west of Yillin, out to sea, there must be a place that held a Grand portal. Somehow, they kept it secret and transported all the blue sand through to Nightvale. Remember what Hannah said about Nightvale? That there were storage crystals there, used to create infrastructure and machinery for use in the city?” 
 
    “It would sound crazy if we didn’t know as much as we do,” Melinda said, nodding “but it’s the only explanation that makes sense. If something like this was being used in Noonlands, we’d know about it. Lachlan would know. Nope, somehow Nightvale has gotten wind of this and managed to quietly ship it all out without anybody knowing.”  
 
    “You know what this means, right?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “It means that there was a Grand portal between the Noonlands and Nightvale all this time. Lachlan thought all the Grand portals had been closed when Azhoth was imprisoned, but somehow the mages of Nightvale managed to open one and keep it open.”  
 
    “When Spark gets here, we simply must fly out there right away.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said. “The portal might still be there. But I have a couple of things I want to do first. For a start, I want another look in that cave.”  
 
    A few days passed without any new snowfall, and with the increased warmth of the sun the snow on the hills north of the village grew thinner. Jack decided that it had thinned enough for him to venture back out to the blue sand cave.  
 
    Together, he and Melinda packed empty sacks into backpacks and set off, with picks and shovels over their backs.  
 
    “I thought all the blue sand was mined out of the cave?” Melinda grumbled as they slogged their way up through the muddy slush and melting snow toward the turnoff that led to the cave mouth.  
 
    Jack chuckled. “Yes, but they were mining in quantity. When there wasn’t enough to fill shiploads, they stopped. I don’t want to fill a ship, but if there’s any pockets of the stuff left, I want to take it away. I want to show it to Lachlan, and I want to make a few more of those crystals to store mana in.”  
 
    “You think they are using some other source for the mana? Other than mages, I mean?”  
 
    “I guess they must be,” Jack said, “though I can’t think what they are using. It took me five full mana pools to fill a crystal no bigger than my thumb. With the amount of blue sand they shipped out of here, you’d need an army of mages working flat-out to fill the crystals.”  
 
    “It makes me think,” Melinda said, “that there must be some other source they can tap into. Something that doesn’t rely on the effort of individuals.”  
 
    “Maybe they’re tapping into the power of the demon realms?” Jack suggested. “That’s where you and Lachlan draw your warlock power from, isn’t it?”  
 
    Melinda grimaced. “It’s not that simple. The demon realms are the ultimate source of the warlock magic, yes, but when I draw power down from the aether I’m not accessing a demon realm directly. Lachlan can do that—you’ve seen him open gateways into the demon realms—but I don’t know how to do that, nor would I want to, I don’t think.”  
 
    Melinda had been in the habit of wearing her glamor to cover her red and black skin while in the village, but as she and Jack arrived at the cave mouth, Jack looked over his shoulder at her. He felt a rippling in the magical aura around him, and Melinda dropped her glamor.  
 
    He grinned at her. “You look great like that, you know?” he said.  
 
    She looked away and smiled. “I don’t know if I trust your judgment on that.”  
 
     “Fair enough,” Jack chuckled. “Let’s just get some blue sand.”  
 
    Using Guiding Light, Jack located what he was looking for. It was remarkably easy, in fact. As he had thought, there was still a lot of blue sand left in the mine. There just wasn’t any left in the enormous pits and quarries where it had been mined on an industrial scale. For a small collection, such as Jack was after, there was plenty, and he and Melinda filled their packs quickly.  
 
    “Great,” Jack said. “That was easier than I thought it would be.”  
 
    “Are you quite all right?” Melinda asked him. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Why?”  
 
    “You seem… I don’t know… distracted.” 
 
    “It’s this dungeon thing,” Jack confessed. “Ever since I came into this cave, the part of me that is a dungeon has been sending out tendrils exploring the cave, as if it wants to occupy it, to live in it. The idea is… attractive, in a weird kind of way.”  
 
    “It’s hard for you to keep the human part of yourself separate from the dungeon part?”  
 
    Jack shrugged. “Not really,” he said. “There’s no risk of the two merging, or the dungeon taking control, or anything like that… but it’s a powerful part of me, with its own needs and desires. I feel like I’ve been neglecting it recently.” 
 
    “What, not doing enough dungeon stuff, you mean?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Summoning monsters, absorbing new things… it’s important for a dungeon’s identity to be able to do those things. I guess I’ve not been doing enough summoning for my dungeon’s satisfaction recently.”  
 
    Melinda smiled. “You’ll have the chance soon, I’m sure,” she said. “The way the weather is turning, it won’t be long before we’re back on the road, activating new dungeons again.”  
 
    “And this time,” Jack said. “We’ll be doing it from the back of a dragon!”  
 
    Melinda was right. Spring came quickly in the northern lands, and as the snows melted the land burst into life around them. Jack reached out to Spark and was surprised to find that he was nearby.  
 
    “Do you want me to come to the village?” Spark asked doubtfully. “I might scare the people there.”  
 
    Jack thought about it for a moment. “I think so,” he said. “I’ll warn them. They trust me. It will give them a treat to see a dragon.”  
 
    Jack gathered the people of the village together when it was time to leave.  
 
    “My friend is coming to pick me up and give me a ride for the rest of my journey,” he said. “Thank you all for your hospitality. I’ve left gifts with Carson the smith that will benefit all of the village of Sheepfold, and I hope that I’ll be able to come back and visit you again someday. For now, there’s something special here to see. Look up, and don’t be afraid. He’s no danger to you.”  
 
    The villagers looked at each other in confusion—granted, Jack’s words did not sound very encouraging. Jack looked up to the sky, and the villagers drew back, looking the same way.  
 
    And then, he came.  
 
    He appeared high in the sky at first, as high as an eagle, a black silhouette against the bright blue of the afternoon. He circled, then called out with a voice as loud as an entire army’s battle cry. The villagers gasped, shading their eyes.  
 
    “A dragon!” one cried. 
 
    “It cannot be!” shouted another. 
 
    But it was. 
 
    Spark circled round and round, then dived, plummeting like a stone through the blue sky toward the village. At the last moment he pulled up, flinging his enormous wings wide to catch the updraught and soaring back up and away again.  
 
    The villagers all gasped and then cheered as the mighty dragon turned in the air and then landed as gently as a bird in the center of the village square. He dipped his head toward the villagers, and Jack sensed a deep and pleasant satisfaction radiating from him as he soaked up their admiration.  
 
    Spark had been impressive to look at when Jack had seen him in a psychic vision, but he was even more impressive in the flesh. He was scaly and muscular, powerfully built, like a bull. Broad shoulders and stocky legs as thick as young trees were covered in scales that rippled like beaten red metal in the sunlight. His claws were black, huge and curved like the talons of a giant eagle and left scratches in the stone of the market square.  
 
    In length, his body was a little bigger than a large warhorse, but the muscular frame, the huge head, and the long, serpent-like tail made all the difference. His neck was frilled with a mane of black spikes than pointed backward along his body, and his tail was tipped with a black, leaf-shaped blade that looked sharp enough to cut through steel.  
 
    His eyes blazed yellow, and as he stretched his neck and bowed his head toward the villagers a ripple of yellow fire ran up his body from neck to tail.  
 
    “I knew you and Melinda were mages,” Carson said quietly to Jack as he looked at Spark, “but I never expected something as impressive as this. A real, live dragon is something I never thought to see in my lifetime.”  
 
    Jack smiled at him. “I think it’s something you’ll see again, Carson,” he said. “Melinda and I are leaving now, but this is not the last you’ve seen of us. We’ll return and visit you again. Goodbye, and thank you for all your help!”  
 
    With that, he leaped up onto the dragon’s back and Melinda jumped up behind him. Melinda put her arms around his waist, and he spoke to Spark through his mind.  
 
    “Let’s go, Spark,” he simply said, and the dragon surged upward, unfolding his wings and beating them downward once to catch the air as he leaped into the air. Suddenly they were climbing, climbing, to the shouts of the villagers rising up from below them. Jack waved, and the villagers cheered, and then they were flying through the air and leaving the village of Sheepfold far behind them. 
 
    Jack marveled at the flight of his dragon. Now that they were in the air, he understood that it was not just the power of Spark’s wings that kept them in the sky. It was also magic.  
 
    Spark had a powerful mana pool, so Jack now realized, and magic was powering his flight as much as the huge wings were.  Spark was not just flying like a giant bird—he needed both wings and magic to stay aloft.  
 
    Below them, the harsh, brief winter was giving way to a rich and rapidly-advancing spring. Green shoots were bursting from the ground and green leaves from the trees as Melinda and Jack made their way west, following Jack’s dungeon map.  
 
    Spark was fast—faster than a horse on road, but not as fast as a bird on the wing. They advanced steadily westward. Every time they came within range of a dungeon, they would stop and Jack would reactivate it. 
 
    As before, he was amazed by the variety of characters that the dungeons had. They could be dramatic, aggressive, innocent and playful, humorous, wise and thoughtful, or flirtatious and sensual. The variety of character was matched by the variety of design—everything from a plain cave system to a gleaming, jeweled underground palace.  
 
    But every dungeon they entered had the same shape of core chamber—in the middle, on display to adventurers, a crystal on a plinth rotated and gleamed with fierce and robust life. And every dungeon, once awakened by Jack, also manifested a portal chamber that could lead to any of the other awakened dungeons.  
 
    By the time they reached the port city of Yillin on the west coast of the Noonlands, the map showed a line of golden, activated dungeons stretching along the road from Fordwatch to the sea. There were thirty-seven in total, plus the two near Oakwood in the south that Jack had activated earlier in his adventures.  
 
    “We’ve done well,” Melinda said as they sat together on a hilltop near Yillin, sheltering from the worst of the sea wind by sitting next to a sleeping Spark. They munched bread and dried fruit, the last of their supplies from Sheepfold. “Thirty-seven dungeons is a lot, many more than the twenty-one we initially planned to do.”  
 
    “And every chance we’ve had, we’ve told local adventurers about them and sent messages back to the guild at Trader’s Crossing,” Jack added. “Some of the people we’ve spoken to have even suggested that other guilds will form in the larger towns. The reappearance of dungeons will make some changes in the world!”  
 
    “What about in you?” Melinda asked. “When we set out on this mission, you were hoping that reawakening the dungeons would bring new insights into magic, and might even give you some idea of how to go about freeing Azhoth.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “I’ve been so focused on the project of awakening the dungeons that I’d almost forgotten about that side of things.” He considered for a moment. “The dungeon part of me feels stronger, and more sure of itself. And I definitely feel a benefit from the magical exercise we’ve had over the winter. But as far as any wider-reaching magical effects…” he shook his head. “I’m afraid I have to say there are none that I can see.”  
 
    And yet that very night, it happened.  
 
    Perhaps Melinda’s question had somehow made Jack more susceptible to the influence of his connection to the dungeons. 
 
    Whatever the cause, that night as Jack slept he became aware that he had shifted from a dream into a new space. This was his magical consciousness, the place he went to during the blue sand visions or in the transfer between portal locations. Here, he had a body, but it was a body made of magic, not confined by the normal physical laws of the world. Here, he could travel fast, he could move swift as thought, and he could communicate across distances.  
 
    This time, the sensation was different. He was still aware of his physical body, and even of Melinda sleeping close to him, and of Spark, curled around them protectively with his massive dragon’s body.  
 
    But that awareness of the physical world was small compared to his magical sensations.  
 
    In this other body, he floated high above the world, and he was keenly aware of the part of him that was pure dungeon, reaching out tendrils into the world around him in the way it had done in the blue sand mine. Looking down, he saw the Noonlands at night, stretched out under the gleam of the nearly-full moon.  
 
    Silver light cast black shadows on the fields and hills and struck sparks off the mountains that still held snow on their higher reaches. Jack felt that he could see the land in an overview, but also in great detail, as if he was sitting close to many different parts of it all at once.  
 
    He breathed deep, tasting the cool, fresh smell of the upper air while smelling the grass and the remains of the fire where his physical body slept.  
 
    A smile grew on his face. Lachlan, he thought, how proud you would be now of my ability to balance all these things at once. 
 
    With that thought, he became aware of Lachlan. His mentor was asleep in his narrow bed back at the Shadow Tower. Jack’s awareness slid through the tower, taking in Ivan, who read a book by the light of a candle in his own little room, and Max, who slept with her rapidly-growing litter of strange magical beings huddled around her.  
 
    Then his awareness dropped down to the tower’s core chamber, where Maia and Sheobeth were engaged in a strange, magical dance that Jack did not understand.  
 
    With a speed like Spark catching a breeze, Jack lifted his awareness up again. He looked in on his stepfather Robin in the little village in the mountains, and on the people at Oakwood who had befriended him when he had just been a young man with little prospects and big dreams.  
 
    His mind swept north again. In the town of Trader’s Crossing, the adventurers’ guild was growing and putting out shoots like a vine in spring. People were traveling the roads now on guild business, seeking out the new dungeons, adventuring in them, and bringing back reports and loot to the town. New guilds were springing up in the smaller towns, and messengers were on the road from the far southern court of Aaron, the King of the Noonlands in Seaport, looking to find out what all the fuss was about and—crucially—if there was any money to be made from it for the king’s coffers. 
 
    Jack’s satisfaction was immense as he saw all these things moving in the world below him like pieces on a gameboard. He had done this, set all these pieces in motion. He had changed the world, and yet there was so much more to do. His vision did not extend as far as the other world, the world of Nightvale, and yet there he knew there was work to be done in that place too. Elena was there, Lachlan’s lover, long thought dead. There, too, was the evil influence of King Bain, who was trying to bring together a huge amount of magic for an unknown purpose, and to deny the existence of the Aetherborn, the awakener of dungeons.  
 
    And there was Azhoth.  
 
    Jack’s mind traveled often to the aether god, the progenitor of the magic of the red and black, trapped in his cell behind a magical maze in a dimension specifically created for his imprisonment. Jack had been unable to recreate a portal through to Azhoth’s chamber, and even if he had managed to, he did not know what good that would have done. Azhoth had given Jack a massive mana boost, which raised him to the level of power of an aether god for a short time. Azhoth had helped Jack and clearly still had great power, but the diety was powerless to free himself from his entrapment.  
 
    Breaking the maze, Jack thought. That’s the only way to do it. Sheobeth said that if she were to pass through one of the portals it might cause enough disruption in the aether to break the maze of Azhoth, but she’s now merging with Maia in the tower and cannot be reached.  
 
    “Ah, lad,” a voice said near Jack’s ear. “There you are! So, you have not forgotten me or your promise?” 
 
    “Azhoth!” Jack said to the sudden presence. “You can talk to me?”  
 
    “So it would seem,” the aether god’s kindly, deep voice replied. “But for how long I do not know. I have been able to watch you through my vision pool. I’ve seen your work—you are doing well. But I have seen other things too—the King of Nightvale is moving, and he has created something… someone… a creature that has been set up to rival the Aetherborn in power and in relationship with dungeons.”  
 
    “The Devourer,” Jack said.  
 
    “You know the name?” Azhoth said, astonished. 
 
    “Hannah Dwimmer mentioned it. She’s a member of the resistance in Nightvale.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Azhoth pondered. “My vision pool is frustratingly unreliable, and very susceptible to disruption by disturbances in the aether.”  
 
    Jack remembered the vision pool that Azhoth had been able to create within his small chamber. It was odd, but comforting in a strange way as well, to think of the aether god alone in his small cell, watching Jack’s progress from his prison dimension.  
 
    “I’m glad you think I’m doing well,” Jack said with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, indeed,” Azhoth said. “Reawakening the dungeons is the only sensible thing to do in your situation, and indeed I believe, as Lachlan and Sheobeth did, that it’s your destiny and the reason you are in existence on earth at this time.”  
 
    “I believe it’s the right thing too,” Jack said, “but I still don’t see how it’s going to help to free you.”  
 
    “Perhaps it won’t, not directly at least,” Azhoth said. “But it will move you toward your ultimate goal, and since you’ve promised, I don’t doubt for a moment that your destiny includes freeing me from my captivity.”  
 
    “I’m glad you believe so strongly in this,” Jack said. “It’s not always easy to keep faith.”  
 
    When Azhoth smiled, Jack realized that he could actually see the aether god now. He looked like an old man with red and black skin in intricate and beautiful patterns, and with a long red beard. His eyes were yellow as a cat’s eyes—in short, he had all the characteristics of a warlock.  
 
    Or was it rather that all warlocks had the characteristics of Azhoth?  
 
    Jack was about to ask the question when something else caught his attention with a suddenness that made him forget everything he’d been about to ask a moment before. Azhoth felt it too, a sudden terrifying rip in the aether.  
 
    “What in the name of the gods is that?” Jack cried.  
 
    “Look to your dungeon senses, lad!” Azhoth advised. “They will tell you what it is, though I suspect I know…”  
 
    “What do you suspect?” Jack demanded.  
 
    Azhoth shook his head, and Jack’s vision of him flickered and became unclear. “Look to your dungeon power, lad,” his voice said again, wavering a little. “Look to your dungeon power.”  
 
    Jack did as the aether god advised. All the time he and Azhoth had been talking, Jack’s dungeon had been sending seekers out through the aether, magical sensing tendrils that snaked outward like exploring roots of a fast-growing summer plant.  
 
    As Jack turned his mind to them, he suddenly felt each of the aether roots surge forward, as if boosted from some unknown place. He had not boosted them, he was sure of that. Azhoth? But the aether god had retreated, and Jack was only vaguely aware of his watching presence.  
 
    You’re on your own now, Jack, he thought to himself grimly. 
 
    He let his awareness flow out along the dungeon tendrils, finding that it was easily divided among them without his losing touch with his own mind.  
 
    “There we go,” he said with satisfaction, feeling his attention boost the growth of the dungeon roots even further. They raced through the aether toward their destinations, and then, one by one, they began to snap into place.  
 
    “Of course!” Jack cried in sudden understanding. “The dungeons!”  
 
    That was what was happening. The part of him that was a dungeon was reaching out to all the dungeons in the Noonlands, sending a magical tendril of awareness out to each one. When each tendril reached the core, it snapped into place like a sailor’s rope tied fast, anchoring Jack to the dungeons in the world.  
 
    With amazing speed, the tendrils snapped home, and with each one Jack felt understanding, knowledge, and permanent awareness of each dungeon become a part of him. He was aware of them in the same way he was aware of his feet, or his hands, or his heartbeat, or of Melinda and Spark in his magical senses—he did not always notice them consciously, but they were always there, and all he had to do was turn his attention toward them to become fully aware of them, and or anything that was happening to them. 
 
    Dungeons. They were all there, all alive, with all their different personalities and traits. Some were busy, with adventurer teams fighting joyfully in their depths. Others were sleeping, digesting the energy that had been gathered from previous adventurer runs. Yet others were busy creating new chambers and new monsters, and even new external decorations to attract adventuring parties.  
 
    “My dungeons,” he said, and was surprised to find a chorus of acknowledgement from the network.  
 
    “Our master,” they seemed to say, before turning back to their tasks.  
 
    But what was this? Something else was happening, something painful. It was like a cry of pain coming up one of the tendrils. Jack turned his attention to it, realizing that this was the disturbance he and Azhoth had felt in the aether moments ago.  
 
    As he focused in on it, he saw the ground below him rush up to meet him until he was hovering over a dungeon that they had reactivated only a few days before. It stood on a hill about three miles from Yillin, and only three miles also from the spot where Jack, Melinda, and Spark currently slept in their physical bodies.  
 
    “A dungeon is being killed!” Jack said out loud. From his view of the dungeon from above, he could see nothing but a glowing red light from the entrance. But his awareness of the core rang with distress. There was a sucking, draining feeling. It was, Jack imagined, how it would feel to have your blood drained by one of the legendary vampires of Dregwaith. He brought his attention to a closer focus and found himself dropping down closer to the dungeon.  
 
    He hit the top of the hill and passed through it like a ghost. Then, he was looking down upon the dungeon chamber from above.  
 
    The sight was horrifying.  
 
    There was a huge, bulky figure leaning over the dungeon core crystal. He was dressed from head to foot in amor, with a tall, pointed helmet. In the glimmer of torchlight from the wall sconces, Jack saw that the figure’s armor was dull gray iron, but when the figure moved, he saw the gleam of gold bands that lined the edges of the larger plates and were worked in detailed, intricate, and beautiful designs across the darker metal.  
 
    Jack moved his view of the scene so that he could see the figure’s face.  
 
    It was covered by the iron faceplate, unusual in that it seemed so solid and complete that there would have been no easy way to take it off. As Jack watched, he saw the helmet had a mouth of sorts—a long, dark slit that was topped with two huge, iron spikes like the fangs of a monstrous bat.  
 
    And those fangs were sunk into the crystal.  
 
    The dungeon crystal was a big one, two feet tall and a foot across at its widest point, and it had been filled with a creamy-yellow light. Now the light was flickering and wavering, and Jack could hear a terrible sound through the aether, like a scream, but silent.  
 
    The yellow light was flowing out of the crystal and into the huge figure.  
 
    Jack tried to move forward, but there was nothing he could do in his current form to influence the situation. He had an aethereal body here, but not a physical one, and his attempts to push his own magic into the scene before him did not succeed.  
 
    It was over quickly. The light flickered and went out and Jack felt the dungeon’s life-force extinguished with the suddenness of a bubble popping. The dungeon immediately began to collapse. The lights went out, but the bulky figure stood up straight, and he was glowing with a bright red light as if there was a dull fire burning within him.  
 
    As he stood to his full height, Jack saw the terrifying scale of him. He was like Melinda in her juggernaut form, though made of steel and gold rather than of magically strengthened flesh. With a shudder of horror Jack realized that the armor was, indeed, built in such a way that there would be no getting out of it. There were no straps or buckles to undo, no places where the armor gave way to show a leather jerkin or padded cloth hose.  
 
    This was a man encased in iron, a man of metal and magic. Was there even a man in there? The mouthpiece on the helmet would not allow the occupant of the armor to eat or drink real food—it was more like the model of a mouth on the front of the helmet. Jack could feel the malevolent, purposeful life force from within the suit.  
 
    From the single, long eye slit, a red light like glowing coals gleamed.  
 
    The Devourer, Jack thought. This is him, the creation of the Nightvale King and his pernicious mages. The doom-bringer who has been created to rival me and disrupt my path and my journey. This is the enemy that I must defeat.  
 
    With a sudden rending crash the dungeon began to cave in. Jack caught a glimpse of the empty dungeon crystal looking as insubstantial as a spider’s web as it dissipated and vanished into the aether. There was a sighing noise, and then the roof collapsed.  
 
    Jack found his concentration wavering. He had a fleeting sense of the Devourer standing up and thrusting rubble aside with iron-clad hands, then he found himself rising again, rising swiftly, the land spreading out below him again at dizzying speed.  
 
    I must return to my physical body, he thought. The Devourer is close by us. We must go there and fight him, at once! 
 
    With that thought, he let his magical awareness fade and his physical body rushed in to take its place. He slammed back into himself with almost-painful suddenness, and woke, sitting bolt upright with staring eyes and a parched tongue.  
 
    Melinda was sitting by him, staring at him with frightened eyes. Spark had stood and was prowling around the hilltop, looking for threats.  
 
    “What is it, Jack?” Melinda said as soon as his eyes met hers. “Are you sick? You were thrashing around and crying out in your sleep as if you were having a nightmare, but I couldn’t wake you no matter what I did.”  
 
    She reached out a hand and placed it on his forehead, and he realized he was drenched in sweat.  
 
    He put a hand up to cover hers, and tried to speak, but his throat was so dry that his voice came out as a painful croak. He reached out for some water from his waterskin, but she grabbed a cup she had ready and lifted it to his lips so he could drink.  
 
    “Ugh,” he said after a moment, “that’s better. Melinda, it’s the Devourer. The one Hannah warned us of. The one the King of Nightvale has created to rival me. He’s here.”  
 
    “Here? Where?” Melinda asked, looking around as if she expected a sinister figure to come creeping out of the darkness.  
 
    “In the Noonlands. Not far, only a few miles away, at that last dungeon we activated.”  
 
    To her credit, Melinda did not ask any questions. Sensing the urgency in his voice, she immediately stood and began to roll up her blankets. In moments, they were ready to leave. Spark dropped low for them to mount and they both jumped onto his back.  
 
    Immediately, the dragon took off.  
 
    Spark and Jack had a powerful psychic link, and Jack did not need to tell Spark where to go. Spark knew. He understood completely. Head extended forward on his long neck, tail stretching out behind him, the mighty dragon beat his wings and made for their destination. 
 
    As they soared through the night, skimming the tops of trees and making the grass below them bow with the wind of their speed, Jack turned to Melinda and began to speak. It was hard to hear his words over the noise of the rushing wind, however, and Melinda reached forward to place a hand on his wrist. The skin-to-skin contact strengthened their magical bond, and they were able to communicate mind-to-mind with ease.  
 
    “It’s horrible,” she said after Jack had explained what had happened, from becoming aware of himself in the aethereal realm, through to meeting with Azhoth and finding the Devourer.  
 
    “Awful,” he agreed. “And I don’t even know what he is really. I’d have said a man in armor, but the armor seems… permanent. Is he some kind of machine animated by magic? Some demon trapped in armor? Or something else… something even more terrible.”  
 
    Even as he communicated his thoughts to her, the conviction took him that the Devourer was indeed something worse than an automation.  
 
    “There is some foul application of magic here, Melinda,” he said. “An abomination the likes of which we have never even considered.”  
 
    “All the more reason to fulfill your destiny,” Melinda replied grimly. “Destroy the Devourer, restore dungeons to the world, and go through to Nightvale to destroy the source of whatever evil corruption has spawned this monster.”  
 
    “Looks like we’re about to get the chance to make a start on that.” 
 
    Up ahead, rising up out of the dimness in the light of the half-moon, was the hill that had, until only a short while ago, been home to a fine dungeon. Now all was dark at the top of the hill. No sign of a dungeon to be sensed. 
 
    There was only a pile of rubble, and beside it, gleaming faintly, a tall figure. A red glow like burning coals came from the place in his helmet where his eyes should have been. 
 
    “There he is,” Jack said aloud. “The Devourer awaits us!”   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We need to hit him hard and fast,” Jack said grimly as they approached.  
 
    “I can feel the power radiating from him,” Melinda said in awe. “Can’t you feel it?  
 
    Jack felt out with his magical senses. “You’re right,” he said. “The Devourer radiates power like a bonfire radiates heat. He must have taken an enormous boost from the dungeon!”  
 
    “Are you sure about taking him on?” Spark asked.  
 
    “We have to try,” Jack said, feeling determined. “I’m not letting this creature away with destroying a dungeon, not while we have him right in front of us.” He laughed suddenly. “After all, we’re two mages with unique powers, and a dragon. What could possibly go wrong?”  
 
    They soared down toward the hilltop. The hulking, ominous figure of the Devourer stood silhouetted blacker than the darkness against the pile of rubble that had been the dungeon. Clouds whipped across the moon and a few stars gleamed in the deep dark of the sky. 
 
    The night was cold.  
 
    Spark’s feet slammed into the ground two hundred yards downhill from their enemy, sending up fountains of mud and earth into the air as his huge claws gouged holes in the soft soil of the hill. Jack and Melinda leaped off the dragon’s back.  
 
    Magic flashed bright blue as Jack summoned his spear. He whipped it round in a circle before lowering it to charge. The spear, which had begun as a simple ash shaft and leaf-shaped blade, had evolved as Jack’s magic advanced. Now it had one long central blade and two smaller ones, and long, colored banners of bright fabric were wrapped around the shaft. The shaft itself had developed leather grips at various points, and at the base, a vicious short spike of bright steel gleamed. Strange runes that glowed blue, red, and purple were graven into the metal of the blades. 
 
    Melinda yelled a wordless battle cry as she drew her sword. Fire flashed along the blade, lighting up the scene with a flickering orange glow—it was none other than the magical, fiery blade that they had created from blue sand back in the village of Sheepfold. Melinda had taken that sword for her own, and already warlock magic gleamed around the sword. Mana was pulled out of the aether toward her, coating her and her blade in a shifting, sinister shadow like a cloak of living armor.  
 
    With a toss of her head, she dropped her glamor, and her yellow warlock’s eyes flashed with battle fury. 
 
    Red flames flickered across Spark’s armored body, the scales of his natural armor gleaming like hot metal in the darkness. The black spikes of his mane flushed suddenly bright orange and stood up fiercely. His enormous tail whipped like a huge, angry serpent. Venom suddenly appeared and dripped out from the tips of his neck mane spikes, and rippled along the edges of his tail blade.  
 
    He roared, and a gout of orange flame fired from his jaws, scorching the hillside. Jack could feel the heat even at this distance. Spark was growing bigger in his wrath, his eyes blazing with monstrous fury and his claws glowing as if lit from within by flames.  
 
    “Dungeon-killer!” Spark boomed, and Jack was amazed to hear that he had a real voice, a voice that could be heard in the physical world and not just inside Jack’s own head! It was gravelly and raw, and thundered like brazen battle trumpets in the stillness of the night.  
 
    Jack knew that as a trio they made for a terrifying sight. He smiled in grim satisfaction as he looked up the hill and saw that their enemy was aware of them. The Devourer had turned his head, his glowing eye slit focusing on them. He moved slow, mechanically, and for a moment the thought flashed through Jack’s head that this really was some kind of monstrous automation, a dreadful machine powered by some unholy magic and driven to destroy dungeons and harvest their power. But within the suit there was that terrible, driving life force, and he was sure that this was more than just a machine.  
 
    Whatever the Devourer was, Jack was determined that he would destroy it.  
 
    “Let’s take him!” Jack yelled, pointing forward with his spear. Inside, he felt as if all his summonable monsters clamored for release. The dungeon part of him boiled with outrage and the desire to rend and destroy this monstrosity on the hill above them. 
 
    I have to keep it in check, Jack realized suddenly. This is more than a dungeon fight— this guy kills dungeons. I need to be in charge of this encounter, and not let my dungeon take control. 
 
    With Melinda at his side, Jack charged up the hill toward the Devourer.  
 
    Suddenly, moving jerkily like a puppet on a string, the Devourer raised both his armored hands toward their attack. Magic flickered a cold, cruel blue around them.  
 
    Jack gripped his spear tightly and readied himself for the attack. “He’s about to hit us with magic!” he shouted to his companions. “Brace yourselves!” 
 
    The Devourer’s spell blasted from his hands. A sheet of blinding light expanded out on either side of him, forming up like a wall covering the whole space before him. Then, the Devourer shouted a word that Jack did not understand and the spell began to roll down the hill toward them.  
 
    It looked—quite literally—like a wave of angry water. A gray wall, churning with power as it tore toward them. It was taller than Jack and fifty feet across—an enormous spell, bigger that anything Jack had ever seen.  
 
    This is his opening gambit? Jack thought in sudden horror. What else has he got up his sleeve? 
 
    Jack had no time to consider strategy. He turned side-on toward the spell and activated his stone armor. It snapped into place around him in an instant, glowing like hot coals in anticipation of the blow. Accompanying this physical armor, Jack let a wall of psychic protection snap into place around him as well, protecting his physical body but also keeping his mind and his mana protected from the oncoming wall of magic.  
 
    “Jack!” he heard Melinda shout, and her voice sounded panicked.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and met her gaze. Her eyes were wide, and she had stopped dead where she stood. Spark reared up, enormous, and spread his wings as if to leap into the air. With one massive claw, he reached for Melinda. Jack caught the thought from him—he intended to grab Melinda and leap up into the air, over the oncoming wave of magic.  
 
    But he was not quick enough. 
 
    The spell hit Jack with the force of a charging bull, and he felt a grim satisfaction as it rolled around his psychic shield like water rolling round a rock in a flooding river. His magic was working! This brute force attack from the Devourer was immensely strong, but he, Jack the Aetherborn, was able to match it.  
 
    Then the wave hit Spark and Melinda.  
 
    With horror, Jack saw his friends freeze where they stood. They were coated in a gray-white layer, as if they were suddenly encased in stone. Moments before, they had both been ablaze with color, reds, oranges, and blacks—now they were like statues, the leaping dragon with outstretched wings and one claw extended toward the small human figure of Melinda, frozen in place with mouth open and a look of panic on her face.  
 
    “Don’t stop!” it was Melinda’s voice, speaking in his mind. “I’m all right—I can’t move, but I’m not harmed.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Spark’s voice chimed in through their mind-to-mind connection. “Go, Jack, go! It’s up to you now!”  
 
    He had no time to debate it. Pride in the bravery of his friends surged in his heart and he turned to the Devourer again. A hollow laugh boomed down the hill from the figure who stood menacingly still at the top of the hill.  
 
    “My turn,” Jack muttered grimly to himself. “This looks like a job for a rock troll or three!”  
 
    He drew on the part of his mana pool that held the rock troll, aiming the summoning right by the Devourer. Flashes of light exploded up from the ground around the Devourer’s feet as three huge trolls appeared there.  
 
    As with every other part of Jack’s magic, the trolls had developed and evolved over the recent months, as Jack’s power had grown. They had at first been large and stupid, covered in shaggy gray-white hair and with a single eye in their heads.  
 
    Now, they were much bigger, towering over even the large figure of the Devourer. Their fur was no longer lank and matted—it flowed like water, and instead of being white it had a varied hue, silver and gold, green, red, and yellow all shifting and merging with every movement. They had three eyes now, two in the regular spot where one would expect eyes, and one in the middle of the forehead. These eyes, too, shifted and changed color, and they gleamed with intelligence.  
 
    Three trolls appeared, and as Jack felt them manifest he sent a Magical Protection spell along his connection to them, hopefully giving them some protection against the Devourer’s spells.  
 
    Then, drawing a little more mana out, he gave the trolls an elemental Earth Enhancement, making them even more robust and able to handle physical blows. 
 
    The Devourer’s response was swift, but not swift enough. He raised his hands, magic gathering around them again, but one of the trolls punched him in the head with a massive fist. There was a metallic clang and the Devourer rocked, took a step back, then straightened back up, before reaching out to grab the troll.  
 
    The other two dived in and began to pummel him with their fists, but he hunkered his shoulders down and took the blows, before grabbing the third troll by the head.  
 
    Jack continued up the hill, but slower now as he approached, waiting to see what would happen.  
 
    It was horrible.  
 
    Jack suddenly felt something sucking at his soul—it was the Devourer, drawing the life and mana out of the rock troll he had gripped. The Devourer raised his head and plunged his metal teeth into its shoulder, drawing its mana into himself.  
 
    The troll shrank, deflating like a burst bellows. Then Jack realized with horror that the Devourer was seeking something else, like a man patting a tabletop in the dark, looking for a familiar item. 
 
    The connection, Jack understood suddenly. He’s looking for the connection that joins the monster to me! And when he finds it… 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” the Devourer’s voice said in Jack’s mind. It was surprisingly soft, not the voice of a brutal monster but that of a cold, calculating evil. It sounded strangely familiar… 
 
    With a sudden convulsive effort, Jack quickly snatched the connection back from the Devourer. He was just in time—his enemy had been about to secure his grip on it, and then Jack did not know what he would have done.  
 
    “You evade me!” the Devourer growled in Jack’s mind.  
 
    On the hilltop, the Devourer reached out two hands glowing with gray magic toward the second rock troll, who was pounding at the armored exterior of the Devourer with little effect.  
 
    Jack instantly reabsorbed the two rock trolls—he could not fight the Devourer with summoned monsters, because that would leave him open to direct magical attack, and to being drained himself.  
 
    Of course, he reminded himself, I am a dungeon, and so to devour me would be my enemy’s ultimate prize. I cannot give him the opportunity.  
 
    There was only one thing for it—a physical attack, keeping his internal dungeon protected from the magical leeching that was the Devourer’s main technique.  
 
    “Well, perhaps you can taste the power of my spear,” Jack said under his breath.  
 
    He let a protective shield of magic settle around his mind and his mana pool, and then lowered his spear to charge. The Devourer turned to him, and raised his right hand.  
 
    With a flash, a huge club appeared in the Devourer’s hand. Jack saw that it was made of the same black iron and gleaming gold as his armor. It flashed with red light, leaving a trail in the dark as he brought it round in a half circle and readied it to meet Jack’s attack.  
 
    Jack leaped in the air as he closed with the Devourer, swinging his spear forward to jab at the place where the neck joined the shoulder. Up close, it was like fighting a building—the Devourer seemed to be all made of metal, a giant of iron and gold.  
 
    But he had one weakness: he was slow. 
 
    Jack avoided his massive club easily as it swung around, and then darted in again to strike at the joints of the elbow. Every time his spear shot in, probing and searching for an opening, the steel tip struck sparks off the armor and glanced off.  
 
    His armor must be the best ever made, Jack thought. There’s not a gap, not a weakness anywhere in it.  
 
    Jack leaped back and forth, avoiding the enormously powerful blows of the huge club, and also avoiding the Devourer’s clutching left hand. This armored hand glowed with the gray magic that the Devourer had used on the rock troll, and Jack knew that if this enemy got ahold of him with that magic, it would be the end for him. 
 
    At the same time, he felt the Devourer battering against his psychic walls, trying to break through his barriers and attack him through his mind. His soft, evil voice whispered in Jack’s mind.  
 
    “Join me,” it was saying. “Submit. Your power will be joined to mine, I will take you back to Nightvale and you will become a part of the great project. We will change the world together…”  
 
    “I’m changing the world without your help, thanks very much!” Jack threw his reply back at the Devourer. “And I’m doing it in a way that doesn’t involve murdering innocent dungeons!”  
 
    His spear rang against the back of the Devourer’s head once more, and he leaped back. This time, though, Jack drew on his mana pool and blasted the Devourer with a wash of fire that flowed from his left hand as he leaped. The monstrous figure flinched away from the flames, and Jack felt the distress of the consciousness that inhabited the suit of armor echoing through the aether.  
 
    “Ah,” Jack said in his mind, firing the thought through his mental guards at the Devourer, “you don’t like fire, eh? We’ll see about that…”  
 
    The Devourer lumbered away from him, and suddenly Jack found himself in command of the high ground. His enemy was backing off, down toward the petrified forms of Melinda and Spark. Again, Jack summoned fire, and this time he pushed a large chunk of mana through the spell, increasing the strength and ferocity of the flames and scorching the exterior of the Devourer’s armor. The gold decoration that ran riot over the Devourer’s black carapace glowed ruddy orange in the heat.  
 
    Jack took a step forward, but the Devourer suddenly dropped to one knee and raised his hands. Magic flashed, and Jack felt the world bend around him. Suddenly, he was lower down the hill. The Devourer’s back was to him, but he now had the high ground.  
 
    Jack shook his head to clear it. He had been transported by his enemy!  
 
    I need to keep the pressure on! he thought.  
 
    He slammed a hand to the ground and wrenched mana through the earth, ripping the soil up and flinging it at the Devourer while at the same time turning his attention to the ruins of the dungeon. 
 
    He summoned a rock troll over by the pile of rocks that marked where the dungeon had been. 
 
    I might not be able to attack the Devourer directly with monsters, he thought, but I can use them for other purposes. 
 
    The rock troll he had summoned immediately began to lift rocks and fling them at the Devourer, while at the same time the earth Jack had torn up from the hill went speeding toward the armored figure. 
 
    As the Devourer turned to face Jack again, rocks and earth hit him all at once, half burying him in an avalanche of rubble and damp earth. He stumbled, and a muffled roaring came from within the evil-looking helmet. He raised his hands and lighting crackled forth from his fingertips, raking the ground around Jack.  
 
    Jack raised his hand and summoned a Ward spell that Lachlan had taught him, but that he had not had the opportunity to use outside of sparring drills. It worked well, extending a curved invisible shield in front of him that caught the lightning bolts and sent them scattering off in different directions.  
 
    There was a humming in the air and a crackling in the aether, and Jack felt the Devourer summoning another transportation spell.  
 
    “Not so fast!” Jack yelled, and hurled himself to the side. He had guessed correctly—where he had just been, a silver light appeared for a moment and then reappeared further down the hill. 
 
    So that’s how the Transportation spell works! Jack thought. 
 
    The Devourer roared in anger again, and turned his attention to the rock troll, who was still flinging rubble at him from the top of the hill. He blasted his Transportation spell at the rock troll, but Jack reabsorbed the troll at the last moment before the spell hit.  
 
    As he had guessed, the white light shone out where the troll had been a moment before, then reappeared right in front of the Devourer—Jack’s enemy had been trying to bring the summoned monster close enough to get a hold of it. If he’d succeeded, he’d have had another chance to lock onto the magic connection to Jack’s mana pool and leech Jack’s power off through it.  
 
    For a moment, there was a lull. The Devourer, buried up to his shoulders in rubble, was thrashing about, trying to free himself, and not getting very far.  
 
    Jack took the moment’s grace to rush up the hill again, gaining the high ground. As he did so, he projected his awareness toward Melinda and Spark. He ran his awareness over them both, desperately seeking for the key that would unlock the spell that held them both in place. 
 
    “Melinda,” he said, calling out to her through his mind link. “Are you okay? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Still fine,” she said. “Don’t worry about me. I can’t move, but I’m not suffering any harm. Concentrate on beating him! If he dies, I’m sure the spell will break!” 
 
    Jack returned his attention to the Devourer. The huge figure was now using his massive black club to smash away the pile of rocks and stones that held him, and he would soon be free.  
 
    Jack had a flash of inspiration: the Devourer had seemed most vulnerable to fire, so Jack would use that in a new way. 
 
    With a twist of his magic, he summoned an ice wraith, but just before the wraith took shape Jack changed the elemental part of the monster, pulling back the ice part and replacing it with fire. He’d not tried this before—enhancing monsters with an element was one thing, but actually changing the way a monster was made was another. Ice was so fundamental to the ice wraith’s being that he did not know if this would work.  
 
    It did. 
 
    The wraith exploded onto the battlefield in a shower of flame, an eerily tall and thin figure that immediately dived toward the Devourer. It was the same shape as normal, but instead of being made of icy frozen mist it was made of fire! Flames rippled around it and it enormous claws were made of glowing metal rather than cold black rock as before.  
 
    It charged the Devourer, blasted him in the face with a fire from its mouth, then dived in and struck him a ringing blow on the head with its massive claws. Then, quick as a leaping flame, it darted away.  
 
    The Devourer burst up from the pile of rock and earth, his strength apparently boosted by the distress of being attacked with fire. He scrambled up to stand on the top of the pile, reaching out with his hands to try and catch hold of the fire wraith. The wraith evaded him, spitting another blast of fire at him.  
 
    This time, the Devourer threw up a Ward spell. The fire rippled and slid off, curving away to either side. There was something strange about the Ward. It was costing the Devourer a lot to use it, but in Jack’s experience, Ward spells were not difficult to use—even the one he’d used a moment before to deflect the lightning blast had not been too draining. For some reason, though, the Devourer was struggling to maintain his.  
 
    Jack pulled the wraith back, in order to see what the Devourer would do next.  
 
    The Devourer stood on top of the earth, his red-glowing eye slit glaring malevolently at Jack. They stood there for a moment, staring each other down. Jack saw that the gold on the Devourer’s armor around the neck and head had melted a little, the definition of the clear, curved lines of decoration blurring slightly.  
 
    That was the only sign of visible damage, despite all that Jack had thrown at him. He was still a fully functional opponent. Jack had to remain aware of his own weakness too: if the Devourer managed to touch him with his spell, he’d be able to drain Jack’s whole mana pool.  
 
    Thinking quickly, Jack drew out four more strands of mana through the wraith summoning spell, and in each one he replaced the ice element of the wraith with fire. The fire wraiths appeared with a flash of bright flame in a semicircle between him and the Devourer.  
 
    The Devourer looked around himself, seeming unsure.  
 
    Jack gave the order to attack.  
 
    This time, the huge armored figure took a different tactic. He hunkered down and took the five blasts of wraith fire that hit him simultaneously, blasting him in the head, chest, back, and sides. Then he roared, as if he’d used the pain to boost his spirit, and charged the nearest wraith.  
 
    The huge black club swung and smashed the wraith, who exploded in a ball of flame that momentarily swept across the Devourer, obscuring him from Jack’s sight.  
 
    Jack drew on a trap summoning spell, and flung a spike pit full of burning coals in front of the Devourer’s feet. With a roar of anger, the Devourer leaped out from the remains of the rubble pile and straight onto the edge of the pit. He swayed, and Jack saw him gather magic in his hands.  
 
    The wraiths blasted him again, and he toppled forward. Jack made two of the wraiths move in to strike the Devourer with their burning claws.  
 
    The huge figure screamed as he fell. Hot coals burned him from below, and the wraiths blasted jets of burning fire after him into the pit. 
 
    There was a moment of silence and then his cruel, cold voice echoed in Jack’s mind.  
 
    “Curse you!” the voice hissed. “By the blood of the King, you’ve made me fail in my mission!”  
 
    His mission… that was interesting. 
 
    There was a sudden flash of blinding white light. A massive burst of power from the Devourer rocked the aether, flinging Jack backward from where he stood like a tidal wave. He landed hard, saved from injury by his stone armor. He rolled and jumped up, looking for his enemy.  
 
    The Devourer was gone. And then, Melinda screamed in his mind.  
 
    “Behind you!”  
 
    Jack dropped and rolled to the side, and at exactly that moment the huge black club smashed into the ground with the power of an earthquake, sending soil flying up in every direction. It hit the ground just where Jack’s head would have been a moment before.  
 
    Somehow, the Devourer was right behind him. Had Jack been transported? He glanced around. No, the pit trap was off to the left, downhill. The Devourer had transported himself away from the pit and the attacking wraiths, right behind Jack.  
 
    What did he mean about ruining his mission then? 
 
    There was no time to ponder. Already the Devourer was pulling his club from the ground. Then, suddenly, he seemed to abandon that idea—instead, without warning, he lunged at Jack.  
 
    Jack, who had sprung to his feet and was readying his spear, was caught unawares. The armored hand of his enemy glowed with cold gray light as it closed around his right arm, and immediately, the horrible draining sensation took him.  
 
    For a moment, his mind went blank. He was frozen, like a mouse being hypnotized by a snake. In the physical realm, the Devourer leaned toward him, the fanged metal mouth of his helmet open and ready to plunge into Jack. In the aethereal realm where Jack’s magical awareness dwelt, he felt the evil presence of his enemy gloating over him.  
 
    Then, from nowhere, something welled up in the aether around them. It was his dungeon! The part of Jack that was the dungeon, and was connected with all the awakened dungeons of the world!  
 
    Like a great crowd all shouting at once, all the dungeons he was connected to leaped into his awareness, crowding into the aethereal space between him and the Devourer. It happened at the speed of thought, and in that instant the massed power of all the dungeons was suddenly at Jack’s disposal.  
 
    “Death to the dungeon killer!” they shouted. “Rally to the Aetherborn!”  
 
    The Devourer’s mask leaned in, but then the power of thirty-nine dungeons roared through Jack. He let it flow, and it smashed into the Devourer with all the sheer brute force of a lightning strike. The armored figure’s head snapped backward on his neck, and his grip on Jack’s arm was broken.  
 
    The Devourer stumbled away two steps and then fell and landed on his back with a crash, his head hitting the ground with a sickening bounce.  
 
    Jack shook his head, trying to process what had happened, but the dungeon part of him was in charge. It pushed him forward, and before he knew what was happening, he had leaped forward and raised his spear.  
 
    The dungeons poured their power to him, and he took it and transferred it into a fire spell. The flames focused into the tip of Jack’s spear, until he felt that he wielded a weapon that was pure flame, fire distilled into a deadly, conscious point.  
 
    “Death to the Devourer!” the dungeons roared. “Down with the dungeon killer!”    
 
    Jack placed his boot on the felled Devourer’s chest and raised the spear. He looked down, focusing all his attention on the narrow eye slit of the hideous mask. He aimed, knowing in his heart that the spell raised by the combined power of the dungeons, if slammed through the eye slit, would kill this monster for sure. 
 
    In the split-second before he smashed the spear home, there was a sudden rolling boom that echoed through the aether. The Devourer’s armored form was suddenly consumed with white light, and Jack toppled forward before he was able to bring his spear home.  
 
    “We shall meet again, Aetherborn,” hissed the evil voice in his mind.  
 
    The Devourer was gone.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where in the world…?” Jack said out loud. He looked around wildly, surfacing from his absorption in the dungeons as their magic retreated. He felt their power flow away from him, back down the connections and away from the part of him that was the dungeon.  
 
    He blinked, then whirled as he heard a cracking sound behind him.  
 
    Lower down the hill, the gray-white covering of stone that had trapped Spark and Melinda was dropping from them in chunks, leaving them dusty but unharmed.  
 
    “Did you kill him?” Melinda asked breathlessly as she ran up.  
 
    “He vanished,” Jack said. “Just before I could finish him, he just vanished into thin air. He’s gone, and I can’t feel his presence anywhere anymore.”  
 
    “You need to access the aethereal place where you became aware of him at first,” Melinda said with certainty. “The place inside your mind—you need to go there, right now. Spark and I will keep watch.” 
 
    Jack nodded, and took a deep breath. He’d been asleep when he’d reached that place before, and had gone there spontaneously, without any awareness of how exactly he’d done it. But now he reached for the dungeon in him, and felt himself slipping into his magical awareness easily.  
 
    This overview of the world was just a part of his magical awareness. He let his physical body slip to the ground, while his aethereal body rose rapidly up and away. His vision of the world expanded.  
 
    There, he thought. There he is.  
 
    He saw the Devourer fleeing.  
 
    The Devourer had transformed from a behemoth of metal into an aethereal spirit, and was blasting across the land at an immense speed. In this form, Jack could see him and even follow him, moving at speeds that would never have been possible in a physical body.  
 
    “I’m getting the hang of this,” Jack said to himself as he arrowed toward the Devourer, pursuing him across the lands. His enemy was aware of him, but did not try to turn and face him. Jack guessed that fighting in this reality was not something either of them would be able to do.  
 
    Power radiated from the Devourer’s spirit as he fled, but it was nothing like as strong as it had been before.  
 
    He’s used the power he gained from devouring the dungeon to fight me, and to do this fast travel, Jack thought. That must have been what he meant when he said that I’d caused him to fail in his mission. His mission must have been to consume a dungeon and bring the power back to Nightvale. But for what? 
 
    He remembered when Hannah Dwimmer had first told them her story—ages ago, it seemed. She said that the King of Nightvale had a great crystal full of power in his castle. The mages of Nightvale used that power to work wonders, building cities and infrastructure for the people of the kingdom.  
 
    This must be the Devourer’s mission, then. He takes the power of the consumed dungeons and brings it back to Nightvale to deposit in the King’s crystal. But for what? What could require that kind of power? 
 
    The thought was disquieting. Jack considered the kind of power that he had access to just from his mana pool alone. The power that the Devourer had drawn off from the dungeon was frighteningly big, and the idea that a spell could be powered with that much magic… 
 
    What can they be doing with it? 
 
    Below him, the land abruptly ended. On his right, he saw the city of Yillin flying past, all bright lights and crowded wooden homes with a busy, rowdy port area filled with sailors on their night off. The docks were packed with a forest of masts, many large trading vessels whose job was to ply their way up and down the coast.  
 
    But none, of course, went out to the west. And that was exactly where the Devourer was going.  
 
    Jack chased his enemy at incredible speed through the darkness, the dark land changing to churning sea capped with white froth as he left the Noonlands behind.  
 
    It’s an interesting sensation, he thought. I know it’s cold, but I can’t feel it. How big the sea looks! 
 
    He was only very dimly aware of his physical body now, his whole focus being on the Devourer and the hectic pursuit. Jack followed his enemy relentlessly across the black ocean, until they had left all sight of the land behind them.  
 
    Then he saw it—up ahead, there was a small rocky outcrop, no more than a jagged pinnacle of rock that jutted up out of the waves. The Devourer was headed straight for it.  
 
    As Jack approached, he saw the unmistakable glow of a Grand portal. It burned red, a huge circle of burning light that illuminated the water below it and the rocks above. It was not on top of the rocky outcrop as one might have expected—rather, it hung as if fixed to the side of the cliff just above the crashing waves.  
 
    Of course! Jack thought. It’s there so that a ship on the water could pass through!  
 
    Countless pieces of the puzzle snapped into place. This was, of course, where the ships from Yillin had come, transporting the blue sand for the King of Nightvale’s nefarious purposes. This must be where the Devourer had come from too, the way he’d got through into the Noonlands. He must have come through in this spirit form, and materialized when he’d reached land.  
 
    Who else had come through this portal? How long had it been open?  
 
    The thought was chilling.  
 
    Jack pulled up short as he approached the portal, but the Devourer dived straight through. As soon as the aethereal form of the Devourer hit the crackling red light inside the portal, the whole thing shimmered brightly then shone out with a light like a sudden explosion.  
 
    Jack felt a wrenching in the aether as the portal activated, sucking the Devourer through. Jack stopped a hundred yards away, feeling the drag of the portal on him, but resisting. He had no desire to be pulled through into Nightvale all alone and in this vulnerable spirit form.  
 
    The water around the bottom of the portal hissed and steamed as if heated by the massive blast of energy. Then the light faded again, and Jack saw that the Devourer was gone.  
 
    Until next time, my friend, he thought grimly. Until next time.  
 
    He turned away and headed back, finding his awareness of his physical body growing stronger as he got closer to it.  
 
    “Jack?” Melinda’s voice said as he opened his eyes. “Can you hear me?”  
 
    She was holding his hand in both of hers, and gazing down into his face with concern. A lock of her golden hair had come undone and hung down past her face, brushing his cheek. 
 
    “I hear you,” he said quietly, smiling. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dawn was lightening the sky as Melinda built up the fire and handed him an earthenware mug with a warm, hearty soup in it. He sipped at it, tasting meat broth and vegetables. As Jack ate, Melinda busied herself with flour, water, and a small cooking pan. Soon, there was a savory smell. She had baked a salty, unleavened bread to go with the soup.  
 
    Jack took half of the bread gladly. It was hot and he burned his fingers. He dipped it in the broth and let out a groan of enjoyment as he took a bite of the hot, fresh bread softened in the salty soup.  
 
    “This is just what I needed,” he said with a smile.  
 
    She grinned. “I thought so. Do you feel recovered? Are you able to tell me about what happened out there?”  
 
    He nodded and began his tale.  
 
    Melinda listened in silence as he spoke, moving only to serve him another cup of soup and some more bread halfway through. He ate as he spoke, watching her face as she stared into the fire and took it all in.  
 
    “We’ll have to go,” she said firmly when he had come to the end of the story.  
 
    “Go? You mean to the portal?”  
 
    She nodded. “I want to see it,” she said. “And I want to know if it’s being kept open, despite your having discovered it.”  
 
    “They might close it now. I think the Devourer knows he was followed. If so, he’ll inform them that it’s been found out,” Jack said. “It would make sense not to want an open channel in to Nightvale that we could easily use.”  
 
    Melinda stood. “Once you’ve finished eating,” she said. “Spark can fly us out there and we can have a look.”  
 
    “Very good,” Jack said. “I’m almost done. I feel a new man after that meal, Melinda. Thanks.”  
 
    “My pleasure,” she said with a smile. “And once we’ve had a look at the portal, I think it’ll be time to return to the Shadow Tower. I’d dearly like Lachlan’s input.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Jack agreed, mopping the last of the broth out of his mug with a chunk of bread. “I’ve been able to speak to him through our mind link, but it’s not quite the same as being able to sit down together.”  
 
    “Our mission is complete, anyway,” Melinda said. “We set out to awaken a bunch of dungeons and see what the consequences might be. We’ve succeeded in that, for certain.”  
 
    Jack smiled. “It’s true,” he said, consideringly. “We cast ourselves on fate, and this is where it’s led us.” He stood and stretched. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get packed up and go check out this portal.”  
 
    A short time later they were ready to go. Spark stretched himself out like a cat, his long tail whipping back and forth and his red armored scales gleaming in the morning sun.  
 
    The morning was growing bright and clear as they climbed onto the dragon’s back.  
 
    “Ready, Spark?” Jack asked. The dragon nodded his great head once. Then he arched his back and extended his wings. Jack felt the rush of magic as Spark surged into the air. He beat his great wings twice and folded his legs under him, extending his neck and tail out as he climbed up into the dawn.  
 
    “This is the way to travel!” Melinda said into Jack’s ear as they got going. The wind whipped past their faces, bringing tears to their eyes and pushing their hair back from their faces.  
 
    Jack laughed. “You’ve got that right!” he called over his shoulder to her. “It doesn’t get much better than this!”  
 
    Melinda, who was sitting behind Jack, leaned forward. She put her arms around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
    Spark made short work of the journey. The sun was blindingly bright on the sea below them and the dawn sky was a magnificent tapestry of red and gold as Spark the dragon soared through the air toward the nameless rock that held the portal to Nightvale.  
 
    “There it is!” Jack said, pointing.  
 
    Even in the bright sunlight, the red circle of the Grand portal could be seen. It gleamed with an unnatural radiance, shining on the dark water and lighting up the cliff above it. As they approached, Jack noticed that the many white seabirds that crowded around the island avoided the portal carefully. The rocky island was covered in birds, but the side with the portal was entirely free of them.  
 
    They dived until they were close above the surface of the water. Then Jack felt Spark draw on his inner magic to come to a stop and hover gently above the surface of the water. He beat his wings lazily, a couple of times a minute. It was magic that kept the dragon aloft now, not the beating of his wings. They were about a hundred and fifty yards from the portal.  
 
    “I can feel it pulling at us even from here,” Melinda said.  
 
    “Me too,” Jack agreed. “If we got too close, we might be sucked through it whether we wanted to be or not.” 
 
    “There’s one thing I don’t understand,” Melinda said, gazing across the water to the glowing red circle of the portal. “Every other time we’ve encountered a portal, it’s been powered by the presence of a dungeon. And yet this one is just here, apparently independent of anything else. How can that be?”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Jack said thoughtfully, “the mages of Nightvale have some way of powering Grand portals that doesn’t rely on dungeon magic. I agree, there’s certainly no dungeon over on that island. I don’t doubt for a moment that I would feel it if there was. No, there’s some other magic controlling the portal, and it’s a magic that I’m not able to sense.”  
 
    “Let’s have a look around the island anyway,” Melinda suggested. “I want to see if there’s any other sign.”  
 
    “Very well,” Jack said. “Spark, take us around, will you? Let’s have a look and see if there’s anything else to see.”  
 
    The dragon began to move, taking them off to the left and staying close to the surface of the water. They did a slow circuit of the island, but as Jack had predicted there was little to see except seabirds and the sun shining on the water and on the rugged cliffs.  
 
    Then Spark beat his wings and climbed until they were looking down on the island.  
 
    “Look there,” Melinda said. “Do you see something?”  
 
    “It looks like there’s a ruin of some kind—possibly an old fortification!” Jack replied. “Spark, will you take us down to it?”  
 
    The dragon immediately obeyed. A blizzard of white seabirds rose shrieking into the air as they landed on the rocky, steep-sloped tip of the island. Jack and Melinda leaped from Spark’s back while the dragon, wishing to stay airborne for the moment, took off again.  
 
    Jack looked at his friend Spark, gleaming in the sun as he soared across the waves. “He’ll come back to us if we need him,” he said. “Come on, let’s explore this ruin.”  
 
    There wasn’t much to it. Three walls remained of what must once have been a squat, square tower. Jack and Melinda looked about the inside of the ruin, looking for anything that seemed out of the ordinary, but found nothing. Gulls wheeled above them, scolding the intruders with their high, shrill cries.  
 
    “Here’s something!” Jack said suddenly, dropping to one knee.  
 
    “What is it?” Melinda asked, hurrying over.  
 
    Jack pointed at the ground. There, incongruous among the heaped rubble and beleaguered grasses, was a flat, square stone, and in the middle of it there was an iron handle.  
 
    Melinda met his gaze. Jack nodded. Together, they gripped the rusty handle and pulled.  
 
    With a rough grinding noise, it gave way, lifting to reveal a dim space below, and a narrow flight of stairs leading downward.   
 
    Melinda loosened her sword in its sheath, and together they made their way downward. The light was dim, but as they descended blue light shone out suddenly from the walls. They stopped to investigate.  
 
    “It’s crystals!” Melinda said in surprise.  
 
    Jack looked closer. Sure enough, embedded in the walls at regular intervals were small crystals that glowed with blue light, illuminating the stairway as Melinda and Jack approached, then going dark again as they passed by. 
 
    “They look a bit like the crystals we made out of the blue sand,” Jack said. “Perhaps that’s one thing the people of Nightvale made with the sand? These automatically activating lights?” 
 
    “Seems likely,” Melinda said. “Come on, let’s go on down. I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel like anyone has been here for a long time.”  
 
    Jack nodded, and they carried on. 
 
    The flight descended steeply downward. After a while, they could hear a dull booming noise vibrating through the corridor. “It’s the sound of the sea washing against the outside of the island!” Jack said. “We must be getting close to the waterline.” 
 
    Even as he spoke, the stair ended and they found themselves in a small, square room. In the center of the room was a flat table, and on the table, glowing a bright red, was a big crystal. 
 
    It was unlike any crystal Jack had seen before. It was a perfect cube, a foot high and a foot deep. The edges looked as sharp as knives. The whole thing glowed with a steady red light.  
 
    Inside it, a set of complex golden gears and wheels was turning slowly. Jack examined it closely, but there was no way he could tell how the gears and machinery could have been inserted into the crystal.  
 
    On each surface of the crystal there was a rune, each one different from the others. 
 
    “Do you recognize the writing, Melinda?” Jack asked, pointing at the runes on the sides. 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope, I’ve never seen runes like that before. I wonder what it’s for?”  
 
    “I think that’s pretty clear,” Jack said. “It powers the Grand portal. Look here.”  
 
    He walked to the wall. The chamber, like the stairway down to it, was cut directly out of the rock of the island, and the walls were rough and uneven, still bearing the marks of the builders’ tools.  
 
    In the wall furthest from the entrance there was a small hole, too small to call a window. He leaned down and put his eye to it, then gestured Melinda over to do the same.  
 
    “You’re right!” Melinda said. Outside the viewing hole, red light burned brightly, and a faint hum could be heard. “The portal is right outside! This strange crystal and its golden gears must be powering it! I’ve never heard of such a thing.”  
 
    “I’m beginning to suspect that the people of Nightvale are using magic in ways that no one has thought of before—using it to create magical machines, like this portal-generating crystal.”  
 
    “It sure looks that way. Remember, Hannah said that they were using magic to build things in the cities in Nightvale, and to create things that made life easier for the people… at least at first.”  
 
    “We need to get back to the tower,” Jack said. “It’s good we’ve seen this, but I feel that Lachlan needs to know about this as soon as possible…”  
 
    Melinda was taking a breath to speak when there was a sudden loud noise from the direction of the table. The gears inside the red crystal whirred loudly, and the whole crystal began to vibrate. Red light shone suddenly very bright from the surface, and the runes glowed so brightly with gold light that it was hard to look at them.  
 
    “What’s happening!?” Melinda cried, shielding her eyes. The whole chamber began to hum with magic.  
 
    “The portal!” Jack said. “Something’s happening with it! Either it’s being activated, or…”  
 
    A terrible noise interrupted him. If a giant had slapped the outside of the chamber like a drum, it couldn’t have been louder or more disorientating. The noise slammed through the chamber with such force that Jack and Melinda were both driven to their knees, and Jack felt the blood rushing to his head.  
 
    Thankfully, it only lasted for a moment. In the instant after the noise had passed, the crystal’s blinding light eased and the runes dimmed, and the golden gears and wheels inside the crystal ceased their shrill whirring.  
 
    Jack got to his feet and staggered to the viewing hole in the wall. Outside, he saw exactly what he had expected—a little boat filled with people. It had clearly just exited the portal, and now it bobbed on the frothing water just outside.  
 
    He gestured urgently to Melinda and she came over, looking through the hole with her face beside his. The figures in the boat were strange—they wore black robes from head to foot, but instead of faces they had expressionless masks of gleaming gold.  
 
    Jack’s ears were ringing and he could not have heard Melinda if she spoke, so he reached out and took her hand, strengthening their psychic connection.  
 
    “The gold masks,” he said. “Didn’t Hannah say something about that?”  
 
    “The King of Nightvale’s advisors,” she replied immediately. “The ones called the council of the Black Hand. They wore gold masks to protect their identity.”  
 
    “These must be servants of King Bain, then,” Jack said. “Powerful mages with unknown powers. I wish there was a way we could see what was going on outside.”  
 
    The mages had disappeared from the narrow range of the viewing hole, but at that moment another voice intruded on their psychic conversation.  
 
    It was Spark.  
 
    “Are you both safe?” the dragon asked. “I felt a powerful magical wave.”  
 
    “We’re fine,” Jack said. “But we could do with your eyes. Can you see the boatload of people who came out from the portal?” 
 
    “I’m on the rock,” Spark replied, “looking over… yes, they are there on the water. They don’t see me. They’re not looking up.”  
 
    “What are they doing?”  
 
    “They’re rowing round past the edge of the portal. They’re approaching the cliff. Yes, they’re bringing their boat round and… there’s an entrance – they’re bringing their boat through a door in the side of the cliff, just beside the waterline! Do you want me to kill them?”  
 
    “I think Melinda and I can deal with them,” Jack said grimly. “Be ready to get us out of here at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “Do you want to flee?” Melinda asked, still speaking through their mind link.  
 
    Jack shook his head at once. “I want to know what they’re doing,” he said. “They may have come here to close the portal, in which case…”  
 
    But he didn’t have a chance to finish. At that moment, a door in the wall of the chamber burst open and black-robed figures in gold masks leaped into the room, brandishing weapons.  
 
    Melinda and Jack had no time to think of strategy. They leaped to the attack, Melinda’s flaming sword blazing in her hand and Jack’s spear glowing brightly as it flashed into existence in his hand.  
 
    The gold-masked mages attacked fast and relentlessly.  
 
    “They knew we were here,” Melinda said to Jack through his mind. “They were expecting us.”  
 
    Jack had to agree. The six mages fought as if they were a trained unit, and they burst upon the scene as if the presence of Melinda and Jack in the chamber was no surprise.  
 
    “I’m not a great proponent of killing,” Jack said, “but you guys started it!”  
 
    He extended his left hand and summoned two fire wraiths and an ice wraith.  
 
    There was a pop, pop, pop sound as the monsters appeared in the chamber one after the other. The mages were armed with long, straight swords, but they seemed most intent on using magic.  
 
    Jack dived toward the nearest mage with a lunge of his spear, but the spearpoint came up against a magical Ward spell. Blue light surrounded the mage for a moment and Jack’s spear sheared off it as if he had hit metal. There was a flash as a burst of blue sparks leaped from the point of impact.  
 
    The gold-masked mage made no sound. He raised one hand, which was covered in blue marks. It was not a coloring of the skin like Melinda had, denoting adherence to one of the aether gods, but a tattoo. Jack had seen such things on some of the traders who came from the eastern regions of the Noonlands, the wild places beyond the borders, but never anything as intricate as this. 
 
    As the mage raised his hand Jack stole a glance at Melinda. She was just to his left and had put the table with the whirring crystal between herself and two opponents. One of the mages she was fighting was armed with a spear that looked strange to Jack—almost as if it was made of bone. The other wielded a short sword that gleamed with a white light—the light promised magic, but so far neither of them had cast any spell, and they seemed wary of getting too close to Melinda and her flaming blade.  
 
    There was a yell of anger from the far side of the room, and Jack saw one of the fire wraiths flinging itself bodily on top of one of the mages—flame and acrid smoke fountained up from that side of the room. The other wraiths were tackling an opponent each, but the room was small; in the confusion, Jack could not see exactly what was going on.  
 
    He returned his attention to his immediate foe.  
 
    The gold-masked mage’s tattooed hand suddenly glowed with a pale, vivid blue. Each of the marks shone out with light. He was preparing a powerful magical attack. Jack leaped to one side and threw up a Ward spell. The space was too small for him to move much, and it was packed. Six gold-masked mages, himself, Melinda, and three wraiths all fighting in the one small enclosed space—the result was chaos.  
 
    Jack poured mana into his Ward spell and barged forward, trying to close with the gold mask. The mage retreated a step and fired his spell. The attack manifested as a wave of energy, shaped like a wall of knives that each slammed into Jack’s Ward. Without that spell, he would have been skewered, but as it was he took the impact on his magical shield, grunting as he leaned into the blow.  
 
    There was an eerie sound from his left, and he felt warlock magic in the aether—Melinda was up to her tricks. Jack, meanwhile, reached for his arsenal of dungeon traps and summoned a pit just behind where his enemy stood.  
 
    The pit appeared in the ground, full of metal spikes—a deadly trap, and one that a dungeon master would not normally use, since it had every chance of murdering the adventurer outright.  
 
    But Jack was outnumbered by unknown opponents of great power—he was done playing fair.  
 
    The gold-masked mage toppled into the trap with a wail but Jack leaped right over it, his spear raised. He landed to the right of a mage that was tackling Melinda, and with a sturdy shove he thrust his spear through the mage’s side and pushed it home.  
 
    He had hardened himself to the need to kill—these mages were not messing about—but still, killing humans rather than monsters was not something he relished. There was no need to worry, however. To his utter amazement, there was no blood, no scream, and barely any resistance even to his spear-thrust. The mage’s robes fell to the ground, limp and empty, and the golden mask clanged to the ground and began to smoke.  
 
    “What in the name of the gods?” Jack shouted. “They’re not even real!”  
 
    Melinda whirled, swiping her flaming sword through the belly of a third mage—again, there was a puff of smoke from the gold mask and the empty robes fell to the ground.  
 
    Jack looked to the last three opponents—they were tackled by the wraiths. One was down, no more than a pile of smoldering robes and a mask that was now melting into a golden puddle, but with a combination of Ward spells and magic blasts the other two were holding their own against the remaining wraiths.  
 
    Melinda met Jack’s eyes. Without saying anything, they split up, each moving round to opposite sides of the fighting mages, coming round to flank them.  
 
    They were in position and ready to attack when suddenly one of the mages dropped to his knees and slammed his hands into the ground. A shockwave rocked the little chamber, sending Jack and Melinda both lurching backward. Melinda fell, and Jack swayed, catching himself just before he toppled over.  
 
    In the moment that this bought the gold masks, the second one fled, dashing through the stone door out of the chamber.  
 
    “Catch him, Jack!” Melinda shouted. “Don’t let him get away!”  
 
     Melinda was right. The fleeing gold-masked mage might be leaving to take news back to Nightvale. If it wasn’t that, he clearly had some other reason that could only spell trouble ahead for Jack and his friends. 
 
    He leaped after the mage, dashing into the dark doorway that his enemy had fled through. There was a narrow, curved corridor that was damp and smelled of the sea.  
 
    From behind, he heard grunts and shouts and the crackle of magic as Melinda tackled the remaining mage. There was another loud thud that vibrated through the fabric of the chamber—he must have used another of his shockwaves.  
 
    I hope Melinda will be okay, he thought, and immediately another thought answered: Of course she will! She’s more than competent as a mage and as a fighter. 
 
    He dashed round the corner after the mage that he was chasing. A smile grew on his face as he thought of how far Melinda had come on her path. The path of the mage.  
 
    Bang! Something solid hit Jack in the face, making him rock backward.  
 
    He looked around in confusion, finding nothing. Just the mage further down the corridor, climbing into a boat.  
 
    Jack pushed again and came up against the invisible barrier. He felt it snap back again, hitting him in the torso and head like a wall of thick, elastic fabric.  
 
    The mage was getting away! Jack concentrated, letting his magical awareness slip into place and reaching out toward the spell. Ah, he thought, here you are… 
 
    The spell was stretched across the corridor in front of him, a magical membrane laid there by the last gold mask to block Jack’s way. But it was no match for Jack’s dungeon powers. Jack the Aetherborn reached out to the spell and absorbed it.  
 
    With a satisfying click, the spell slid into his mana pool, becoming just one more piece in his arsenal of summonable traps, spells, and monsters.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the end of the corridor, the floor gave way to seawater. It was a little cave, almost entirely enclosed but for one narrow exit through which bright sunlight from outside was shining. The gold-masked mage, working the boat with the oars, was almost at the exit!  
 
    Jack sprinted toward the waterline and as he reached the edge, he reached for his newly-absorbed spell. It was there in his pool, ready for him—but he decided to put a special twist on it.  
 
    With the kind of ease that can only come from extensive practice, Jack Enhanced the spell with the element of Rock, then added the element of Fire. The two, combined, created a wall of molten rock, as hot as if it had just been lifted from a lava flow.  
 
    “Elemental Barrier,” he then muttered under his breath, casting the spell and simultaneously naming it. He cast it over the exit from the cave.  
 
    The spell manifested with a ripple of fiery light. There was a rumbling noise like a distant volcano, and suddenly the exit was replaced with an expanse of burning stone! The water at its base boiled and hissed, and there was a smell of burning in the air.  
 
    With a howl of displeasure, the gold-masked mage jerked the oars of his little boat, trying to wheel the vessel around. But it was too big—it was meant to be operated by more than one man alone, and it was cumbersome to move. The prow of the wooden boat hit the lava flow, and immediately it burst into flame. 
 
    The gold-masked mage retreated to the back of the boat. Despite the face’s eerie immobility, Jack felt the pure malice being directed at him.  
 
    The boat rocked backward as the mage retreated, but he seemed unwilling to get out of the boat and into the water. He raised both hands and magic crackled around his fingers, but Jack reached for his Resist Magic spell, added the power of Ice, and flung it across the water at the mage.  
 
    To his great satisfaction, the mage’s hands were wrapped immediately in ice.  
 
    Jack laughed as the gold mask made an incoherent noise of rage—the ice on the mage’s hands had given Jack an idea. Summoning ice to his own hands, Jack drew on his mana pool. He frowned, thinking for a moment.  
 
    Salt water freezes a lot less easily than fresh, he thought. But it can still freeze. There’s a lot of it here, however, and so I’ll need to concentrate my efforts… 
 
    He didn’t want to expend all his mana trying to freeze an entire cave full of seawater, so he focused on the water at his feet and extended a hand. Ice vapor blasted from his palms, freezing the water solid. It used a bit more mana that it would have on fresh water, but not too much.  
 
    “Good!” Jack said. The gold mask still struggled with the two blocks of magical ice that encased his hands and upper arms. “I’m coming over to you!” Jack called out to him. “Don’t try anything, or you’ll get hurt. I want a word with you.” 
 
    “Jack?” a voice called from behind him. “Jack, are you there?” 
 
    It was Melinda. He glanced over his shoulder and grinned at her. She looked well pleased with herself.  
 
    “You made short work of that last mage?” Jack asked.  
 
    She nodded, then looked at the gold-masked mage in the boat. “And you’ve gotten that one right where you want him.”  
 
    “If he doesn’t vanish before I get to him,” Jack said, and concentrated again on freezing the water to create a path over to the boat.  
 
    Melinda watched with interest as Jack used his ice magic. For his part, Jack was pleased to find that there was a residue of magic in the atmosphere around him that he could draw on. This was another perk of having a dungeon’s spirit merged to his own—he could draw off the residual energy that came from fighting.  
 
    He redirected the energy straight into the ice spell and just used mana from his pool to top it up—the best approach when he had access to external sources of energy. 
 
    “Not far now!” he called to the mage and stepped out onto the thick bridge of ice that he’d created with his magic.  
 
    “Release me!” the gold-masked mage demanded in a hoarse voice.  
 
    “Not as reticent as your companions, are you?” Jack asked as he approached. The gold-masked mage was completely immobilized, both hands encased in blocks of magical ice. The ice was so heavy that it not only stopped him from casting spells—it stopped him from moving at all.  
 
    “Pah,” the gold mask spat, “they were nothing more than minions. I am the real mage. I am the one with the real power.”  
 
    Jack approached the boat and raised one eyebrow. “That power doesn’t seem to be helping you an awful lot at the moment,” he said, eyeing the blocks of ice.  
 
    The mage was at the back of the boat, leaning down where the ice blocks weighed him down. At the front of the boat, smoldering wood was pushed against the lava flow that blocked the exit.  
 
    “I think we have a couple of options here,” Jack said. “You’re our prisoner now. Either you can come with us quietly, or we can bind you and carry you along as baggage. One way will be uncomfortable for you, the other less so. The choice is yours.” 
 
    The mage seemed hesitant. Jack reached out toward him with his magical awareness, seeking the source of the magic.  
 
    As I thought, he said to himself. This mage’s power is focused in his mask.  
 
    “Hold still,” Jack said.  
 
    “I don’t have much choice,” the mage said acerbically.  
 
    Jack chuckled. “That’s true enough.”  
 
    With a swift movement, he reached out and grabbed the edge of the golden mask.  
 
    “No!” cried the mage. He writhed away, but it was too late. Without his mask, the mage’s face was long and thin, with dark, drooping moustaches flecked with gray. His eyes were as black as night, and they flashed with malice.  
 
    “You have unmasked me,” he growled, “but you know not what you have done. You have robbed yourself of a prisoner. Farewell, false Aetherborn! May your fate be accursed and your path lead you nowhere but to death!”  
 
    With those words, the mage’s eyes rolled back in his head and his face changed. The cheeks wrinkled, the hair whitened, and then the whole face disintegrated into a cloud of black dust that changed to smoke.  
 
    Jack stepped back, horrified, as the mage’s robes sank to the ground and black smoke drifted up from them. The gold mask, however, remained solid in his hand, and the robes lay in the boat, solid and unchanged.  
 
    “What kind of magic is this?” Melinda asked, her voice quiet. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it before, but in some way that mage’s life force was bound to his golden mask. The others were minions, like he said, probably copies of him, created in a similar way to the way that I summon monsters to fight for me. He was the master and the creator of the copies.”  
 
    “I meant to say,” Melinda added when Jack paused, “the robes of the other ones in the chamber all disintegrated to gray dust. There’s nothing left of them at all.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “That sounds right. It’s almost like dungeon magic, but different. As if the forces of Nightvale have tried to create a magic that mimics dungeon magic.”  
 
    He looked down at the heavy golden mask in his hand. “At least this hasn’t disintegrated,” he said. “We can take it back to Lachlan and get his opinion.”  
 
    “That’s what you want to do next? To go back to the Shadow Tower and see Lachlan?”  
 
    “I think so. We need to regroup and think things through. And Hannah Dwimmer will want to come back to Nightvale with us.”  
 
    Melinda nodded.  
 
    Jack sighed. “I wish we could have got some more information about this guy and his minions. For all this fighting, we’re not that much further on than we were… but what’s this?”  
 
    He leaned down. Something had caught his eye, something gleaming silver, caught in the folds of the gold-masked mage’s discarded black robes. He reached out and snagged it with a finger, drawing it out from among the black folds of thick cloth.  
 
    It was a long, curiously-shaped key.  
 
    The key was made of pure silver, but it had bands of red crystal inlaid into the shaft. The teeth of the key were shaped into an intricately-patterned curving tracery, beautiful to look at.  
 
    “This is the work of a master smith,” Jack said quietly. “I wonder what it does? Why did this mage have it?”  
 
    Melinda looked thoughtful for a moment.  
 
    “That red block with all the gears,” she said. “In the main chamber. That key looks like it might have something to do with that, don’t you think?”  
 
    Jack’s eyebrows shot up his forehead. He looked again at the key. “Hey, you might be right!” he said. “The red crystals placed in the silver shaft of the key do have a similar look to them. Come on, let’s go check!”  
 
    Jack stopped only long enough to put out the smoldering fire at the end of the boat. For the moment, he stowed the golden mask of the mage in his pack and then grabbed the gunwale of the little boat. It was awkward, but he was able to drag it back to the shore, walking along the ice bridge he’d created.  
 
    “I want to have a closer look at this boat and the mage’s robes before we leave here,” he said, “but for now let’s investigate the portal machine.”  
 
    He left the lava flow that blocked the entrance in place, then he and Melinda headed back to the chamber, Jack with the strange silver key held carefully in his hand.  
 
    They got to the chamber and Jack looked around. As Melinda had said, there was no trace of the black robes or gold masks of the mages they had fought. Jack frowned.  
 
    “I find it troubling,” he admitted to Melinda. “The mages of Nightvale are creating magic that mimics the dungeon magic of the Aetherborn. I feel that there’s something going on here, some attempt to usurp my role as Aetherborn.”  
 
    “You think the Devourer was a part of that?”  
 
    “It seems logical, doesn’t it? If—for whatever reason we don’t understand—the king and the mages of Nightvale want to stop me from fulfilling my destiny as the Aetherborn, then they need to stop me from reactivating the dungeons and the portals. So, it makes sense to create a creature that can destroy dungeons, even as I can bring them to life. And, of course, the Devourer could destroy me, as well.”  
 
    Melinda shuddered.  
 
    They stood in front of the red block, watching the cogs whir within. At first, there was no sign of anywhere to put a key in, and Melinda began to think she had been wrong.  
 
    “Perhaps there’s no connection between that key and this machine,” she said.  
 
    Jack shook his head. “That can’t be right. Look, these crystals are definitely made of the same stuff. They’re the same color and everything. No, there’s some connection, we just haven’t found it yet.”  
 
    Systematically, Jack looked at every surface of the crystal. Then he took the key and began to touch the runes on each face of the square with it. This yielded results. When he touched the face that was nearest the outer wall of the chamber, there was a loud, sharp click and a little piece of red crystal flaked away from the surface, leaving an opening that was exactly the right size for the key! 
 
     Melinda smiled. “Easy enough when you know how,” she said.  
 
    Jack laughed and waved the key in the air. “Shall we?”  
 
    She nodded. “Do it. Being in the chamber when the portal was activated earlier gave us a bit of a shock, but I don’t imagine using the key will be anything like as difficult. Go on, let’s see what happens.”  
 
    Jack slipped the key into the opening.  
 
    It clicked into place with a satisfying sound, and the red band of crystal on its silver shaft glowed brightly for a moment. Then a ripple of light shone out from the crystal block in answer, and Jack felt something coming from the machinery inside.  
 
    “There’s some kind of… of message coming from the crystal. Do you feel it?”  
 
    “No,” Melinda replied, frowning. “Not exactly. I feel something, but it’s not directed at me. It must be because you have the key.” 
 
    “I’m going to open myself to it,” Jack said.  
 
    Warily, he accepted the communication coming from the crystal. To his surprise, as soon as he opened himself to it, the message reached out to him. “It requires something from me,” he muttered. 
 
    Letting instinct guide him, he reached a bit of mana from his own pool out toward the message from the crystal. 
 
    Something clicked, and Jack heard Melinda’s gasp of surprise.  
 
    “Look at that!” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it!”  
 
    Jack blinked, coming back to his physical senses. He followed Melinda’s gaze, and laughed aloud. “Wow!” he said. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it either!”  
 
    Suspended above the surface of the crystal, hanging there an inch or so above its upper face, there were words. 
 
    “It looks as if the words are made of… solid light,” Jack said.  
 
    “It’s so strange,” Melinda agreed, looking at the words from different angles.  
 
    Jack leaned closer and read the words aloud.  
 
      
 
    Key status: Unique 
 
    Portal status: Open to all users (both directions) 
 
    Portal option: Lock to key holder (both directions)  
 
      
 
    Portal option: Disable portal (temporary) 
 
    Portal option: Disable portal (permanent) 
 
    Portal option: Self-Destruct portal (warning: blast radius)  
 
      
 
    “This is fascinating!” Jack said. “I’m getting some understanding from my mana connection with the machine. To activate each option all I need to do is touch it with this mana connection activated.”  
 
    “Lock to key…” Melinda said.  
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Jack said. “The portal is currently set to allow anybody to travel through to Nightvale. But the Devourer has gone through and warned them that we’ve discovered the portal. So, this mage was sent through with the key to change the status, locking the portal or possibly disabling it completely.”  
 
    “Well, maybe we can save him the trouble, now that he’s no longer around to fulfil his mission,” Melinda laughed.  
 
    “I have to agree,” Jack smiled. “The only difference being that we will be the ones hanging on to the key!”  
 
    Jack kept his mana flowing to the connection with the strange magical machine, and carefully tapped the Portal option: Lock to key (both directions) option with one finger. Immediately the text rippled, as if it were underwater. When it clarified again after a moment, it had changed.  
 
      
 
    Key status: Unique 
 
    Portal status: Locked to key holder (both directions) 
 
    Portal option: Unlock to all users (both directions)  
 
      
 
    “Genius!” Jack said in amazement. “This machine is great!”  
 
    Melinda frowned hard. “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s good, sure, but there’s something wrong about it. Something that strikes me wrong… it’s hard to explain.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Look at it. What does it do? It creates a portal without the need for a dungeon in place. Like the gold-masked mage creating copies of himself to fight, or the Devourer consuming dungeons to eat their power rather than creating them and allying with them, like you do. It’s all… I don’t know what to call it. Anti-dungeon magic. Like you said, it’s magic that’s set up to replace dungeons, to make it so there’s no need for them in the world anymore. And I don’t know why, but I just don’t like it.”  
 
    Jack considered what she’d said. It made him see the machine in a whole new light.  
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “It’s clever, but it’s a way to use power that bypasses dungeons. We don’t know why Nightvale are so keen to have magic that doesn’t need dungeons, but whatever is going on there, it’s not good.”  
 
    He shrugged. “Well, at least we can be confident that nobody from Nightvale will be getting through this portal, not while we hold the key. Come on. Let’s get out of here and get back to Spark. Time is passing.”  
 
    He withdrew the key from the red crystal block and at the same time withdrew his mana connection from the machinery inside. The light glowed out again, and the golden wheels inside continued to turn serenely inside the machine. Then the light faded. Jack tucked the key into his pocket.  
 
    They had a quick look through what remained of the gold-masked mage’s robes, but the man seemed not to have been carrying anything except his mask and the key. Jack shrugged, drew the boat up onto the cave floor, and deactivated the spell blocking the exit. Then he led the way up the stairs.  
 
    “I’ve not been aware of Spark for a little while,” he said to Melinda. “Recently he’s been a steady presence in my mind, but I can’t find him just now.”  
 
    “I hope he’s not gone off and left us,” Melinda laughed. “That would put us in a bind!”  
 
    “I’m sure he won’t have done that,” Jack said with a chuckle. “But I’m interested to see what he is up to.” 
 
    It didn’t take them long to find out.  
 
    When they came out of the hatchway into the bright afternoon sun they found Spark sprawled out on the dry grass on the top of the rocky outcrop. He was fast asleep, and snoring, with little puffs of steam and flame drifting from his nostrils as he snored.  
 
    Seabirds flapped around him, some croaking and calling to each other in apparent confusion at the new arrival, others landing on his head and back and resting there contentedly, preening their feathers and looking out at the day. 
 
    “Lazybones,” Jack said with a smile, laying his hand on the dragon’s gleaming red flank. “I can tell through my connection with him—he’s been hunting fish, and has eaten his fill from a shoal while we were at work down below.”  
 
    “That’s understandable,” Melinda said. “He’s a big guy, and he needs his food!” 
 
    Spark opened one eye and it gleamed at them in agreement for a moment before he closed it again.  
 
    It was bright day now, and the sun felt warm despite the sea wind.  
 
    “Winter is finally past,” Jack said with a sigh and a smile.  
 
    Melinda slapped him on the back. “I’d say so!” she grinned. “Come on, let’s wake this lazy dragon and get on the move back home.”  
 
    Once they were airborne again, they skimmed across the surface of the waves under the blue sky. Jack was pleased with their progress so far, and he felt that after everything they had managed to achieve, getting through to Nightvale and winning the final showdown would not be too much of an ask.  
 
    He grinned. Don’t want to get too overconfident, he thought to himself. But it’s true, we’ve done well. 
 
    “Shall we head straight for the nearest portal?” Melinda asked him as they approached land.  
 
    “I can hunt the lands around here and wait for your return if you like,” Spark offered, speaking to Melinda and Jack through their minds. “Max is likely to be pleased if I stay away a little longer. She is busy with her young monsterlings…”  
 
    There was an undeniable note of pride in the dragon’s tone. Jack laughed. 
 
    “Very well, Spark,” he said. “But be careful not to get yourself into difficulties. Stay away from the populated areas to hunt. There will be rumors of dragons in this land already, and we don’t want the people of the region to think of you as a threat.”  
 
    “Farm animals do look tasty, though, and they are kept in such neat little pens, all ready for eating…”  
 
    “Spark!” Jack said in a warning voice, and the dragon chuckled.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Spark said. “I’ll keep myself out of trouble.”   
 
    The nearest dungeon would have been the one where they’d fought the Devourer, but that was not an option since it had been destroyed. Instead, they traveled south of the road to where a small dungeon lay half-hidden in a woodland in the lee of a hill.  
 
    Spark set them down by the road.  
 
    “Goodbye for now,” Jack said to the dragon. “Look after yourself, and we’ll see you again soon.”  
 
    The big dragon bowed his head, then took off into the blue sky with a surge of his wings and a blast of magic. As he climbed, he let out a great trumpeting roar, belching flame into the bright sky out of pure pleasure in the day.  
 
    “He’s really come into himself now, hasn’t he?” Melinda said.  
 
    “He sure has,” Jack agreed. “I think Spark the dragon may well be the final evolution of Spark the lizard, but still, it feels like there’s more to discover. I don’t think the dragon has shown us all his secrets yet. Maybe he’s not even discovered them himself…”  
 
    The wood was quiet as they walked towards it. Melinda was thoughtful, and Jack kept quiet, letting her be.  
 
    Things had changed between them over these past few months. They had both grown as people, but they had also grown closer in their relationship. Living in such close proximity to each other had allowed them to see each other’s flaws and strengths in a new way. They had become accustomed to sleeping close together too.  
 
    Sometimes, Jack felt only a step away from being in love with her. Other times, he was content with their friendship and closeness, and valued her more as an ally and a comrade-in-arms than as anything else.  
 
    As for Melinda, she kept her feelings to herself. Jack thought sometimes that he saw her looking at him with a question in her eyes, but more often than not it simply seemed to him that she knew something he didn’t. She would look away with a knowing smile on her face if their eyes met in a quiet moment, and it was those times when Jack felt his heart turn over in his chest.  
 
    But we’ve a job to do, he thought. Fulfilling our destiny is the single most important thing here. Once that’s done, maybe we can think about… other things.  
 
    “Here we are,” he said aloud to Melinda as they approached the entrance to the dungeon. “Looks like there have been visitors even since we first came here.”  
 
    Sure enough, there were footprints around the entrance to the dungeon, and Jack had the strong impression that it was asleep after having consumed a significant amount of energy.  
 
    This dungeon was accessed by a doorway of white stone, cut into the side of a low hill. Jack had to duck his head to keep from banging it on the lintel as he entered.  
 
    “Greetings, Aetherborn!” the dungeon said to him as he stepped within the threshold. “Welcome and well met again!”  
 
    This dungeon was unusual in that it was made of white, chalky stone. The walls and floor were elegantly carved from the white stone, and since the stone was soft, there was a light patina of chalky dust all over everything. The central chamber had a domed ceiling and a flat, open floor, and the dungeon pedestal stood proudly in the center, with the crystal on top glowing with a faint white light.  
 
    “Most dungeons are so dark,” Melinda said. “But this one is bright and pleasant!”  
 
    “Look,” Jack said, nudging her and pointing. “See the new chamber at the back there? The dungeon has created a new area with the energy it’s gotten from recent adventurers.”  
 
    He spoke again, addressing the dungeon. “You’ve already had some adventurers paying you attention then, I see?” he asked.  
 
    “Indeed,” the dungeon replied with satisfaction. “A group of guardsmen entered yesterday. They were delighted to find that I was full of monsters! They did well, and only one of them was wounded in the ensuing battle. They went away rich men, and promised to tell all their friends.”  
 
    “There will a be a new dungeon adventurers’ guild appearing soon in Yillin,” Jack predicted.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure there will,” the dungeon replied. “Do you wish to use the portal?”  
 
    “Please,” Jack replied.  
 
    There was a rumbling noise from the back of the chamber and a section of the back wall retracted down toward the floor in a cloud of white rock-dust. Beyond, Jack saw the glow of a Golden portal.  
 
    The Golden portals were different from the Grand portals. Grand portals—such as the one on the island that they had just left—were red, and they transported the user directly through to another Grand portal in the other world, Nightvale.  
 
    Golden portals were smaller. They were shaped like a doorway and they gleamed with rippling gold light as if they were actually made from liquid gold. They transported the user to another Golden portal, housed in a different dungeon somewhere within the Noonlands. They had the great advantage that a user could pick his exit portal. 
 
    “Ready?” Jack asked Melinda as they stood in the back chamber of the dungeon, facing the tall golden doorway that would lead them wherever they wanted to go.  
 
    “Ready,” Melinda said. She reached out and took his hand. The golden light streaming from the portal lit their faces as they stepped up and were drawn into the magical gateway of the portal.  
 
    Instantly, they found themselves in the place that they called the ‘map chamber.’ Here, they had no bodies. They could feel each other’s presence, and Jack could feel Melinda’s hand in his. They could even hear each other’s voices, but they had no physical form. At first, this had been a disconcerting sensation, but Jack had gotten used to it.  
 
    They gazed down at the extensive bird’s eye view of the Noonlands that was shown to them here. It was not exactly a realistic view—they were looking at a map, not at the real Noonlands themselves.  
 
    But what a map!  
 
    It was as if someone had made an enormous model of the continent on a tabletop, lovingly filling out every detail, every tree and road and river with the most painstaking detail. Smoke came from the chimneys in the little villages, and a phantom sun gleamed on the water of the lakes.  
 
    Scattered across the map were symbols representing dungeons.  
 
    Most of them were black, a matte black like wet charcoal. These were scattered all across the continent of Noonlands, and there were even a few out in the barren area that the Noonlanders called the Wildlands. Each symbol was a circle with a cross contained in it, the points of the cross sticking out a little over the edge of the circle. They looked like the symbol on a map that would represent a compass.  
 
    But now, straggled across the top of the map in a line roughly following the road there were nearly forty dungeon symbols that were bright and gleaming gold in color. Each one of these represented a dungeon that had been reawakened by Jack in his recent journey, and each one held a Golden portal which he could now choose to step through.  
 
    And there was something new now, too, something Jack had not experienced in this place before—an awareness of each of the awakened dungeons.  
 
    “Melinda!” he gasped, shocked at the vivid flood of images that suddenly assaulted his senses. “I can see what’s happening in each dungeon! I can feel them all, and there is no barrier between me and them. It’s… overwhelming!”  
 
    Jack felt himself being swamped by the sensation, and suddenly he realized he was coming undone—his mind was being pulled in all different directions by the power of his connection to the dungeons.  
 
    “Hold steady, Jack!” Melinda said. He felt her reach out and grab the parts of his being that were at risk of being drowned in the flood of dungeon power. “Hold steady!”  
 
    It was like a hand gripping his as he was drowning. He gripped, pulled, and came back to himself, gasping. The dungeon presences receded immediately, and with that, the position was reversed. Instead of him being dragged toward the dungeons, he felt their power flowing to him, much as it had when he had drawn on their power in his fight with the Devourer.  
 
    “Thanks, Melinda,” he said, and felt her acknowledgment flowing to him. Though they had no physical bodies here, he could feel her presence strongly and he knew she could feel his too.  
 
    “My pleasure, Jack,” she said, and he felt a smile coming from her through his mind.  
 
    He reached out and touched the symbol that represented the dungeon at Fordwatch, the dungeon closest to the Shadow Tower.  
 
    “Let’s go home,” he said.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as Jack touched the golden symbol, there was a rushing sound in his ears and a tugging sensation at his soul. The symbol dimmed for a moment then grew immensely bright, and the map chamber faded. As it did, Jack felt his connection to the dungeons fade as well and he breathed out a sigh, half of relief and half of loss.  
 
    Then there was a golden glow and he and Melinda stepped into the familiar portal chamber of the Fordwatch dungeon, hand in hand.  
 
    The chamber was elaborate and lustrously decorated, with a mosaic tiled floor and beautifully carved pillars on each wall. The portal itself stood on a rectangular stone table that was accessed by a set of stone steps. Together, the two travelers walked down these, then climbed to the narrow corridor that led back to the surface.  
 
    There was a special private exit from the portal chamber, known only to Jack and Melinda. This allowed them to avoid the main dungeon chamber, and that was no bad thing. As one of the first dungeons to be reactivated, the Fordwatch dungeon had quickly become a focus for dungeon adventurers of all classes. Fordwatch, the small village that was nearby, gained financially from charging the adventurers a tithe of their dungeon loot. The nearby large town of Trader’s Crossing had sprouted an adventurer’s guild and a number of shops and inns that catered to the traveling fighters and fortune seekers who were inexorably drawn to the riches and adventure that a fully active dungeon promised.  
 
    Even as Melinda and Jack passed the turn off that led to the main chamber, they heard the clash of arms, the roar of monsters, and the whoops and cheers of fighters busy at their favorite task—fighting monsters for loot.  
 
    “It seems that one goal of awakening the dungeons has well and truly been achieved,” Melinda said, as they glanced in through the door and saw a team of mail-clad warriors fighting giant spiders while avoiding great swinging hammers that menaced them from the ceiling above. “Adventurers have truly returned to the world. The Noonlands will likely never be the same again.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Jack said as they approached the outer door and pushed it open. “And that’s no bad thing. There were too many fighters about with no use for their time. The existence of real and true dungeons will give them something to do, and a steady stream of income, too. I never thought that awakening the dungeons would raise the standard of living in the Noonlands, and yet that seems a likely unintended consequence.”  
 
    “Certainly no bad thing,” Melinda said thoughtfully, and Jack glanced at her. 
 
    He remembered a conversation they’d had about her origins. She was the daughter of Lord Mauve of Wardlake, but he was a poor man and his lands had fallen into disrepair. Year upon year, Melinda’s father had grown poorer and poorer, but there was no way for him to make new money to invest in his lands. He was a knight whose position in life was as a warrior. Without fighting to do, he had no source of income or prestige. 
 
    Life had been hard for professional warriors—men like Melinda’s father—in the Noonlands in the recent years, and the advent of dungeons might change that.  
 
    Jack pushed the door open and gasped in pleasure at the sweet scent of the woods in springtime and the warmth of the air. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, “this is so nice! We’ve been so long in the north that I’d almost forgotten what it feels like to have the sun on my face!”  
 
    “And the woods are just bursting with life!” Melinda added. “Springtime in a forest is such a special thing.”  
 
    They stood together for a long moment, just enjoying the feeling of the sun and the sound of the birds singing and the insects buzzing in the tall grass.  
 
    “Come on,” Jack said. “We’ve still got a lot to do. I want to see Lachlan without delay!”  
 
    They set off again together, and it was at that moment that they realized they had not let go of each other’s hands. It was a necessity when stepping into the portal, but they were all the way out of the dungeon now.  
 
    They awkwardly broke the grip, and Jack laughed. “Sorry,” he said after a moment.  
 
    She looked at him and smiled. “I don’t think I mind, Jack,” she said. For a moment, she seemed about to say more, but then she frowned and shook her head. “But we’ve too much to do now. Let’s…”  
 
    She paused, then reached out and took his hand again impulsively. She stepped a little closer and spoke haltingly. “Jack, I… that is, I know we have an important mission to accomplish. We must travel to Nightvale and defeat King Bain and his minions, and we must rescue the people there, and find some way to destroy the source of evil magic. And we have to find some way to free Azhoth as well! It’s… I mean… We can’t really do what we might desire at the moment, Jack, not yet. Not until the job is done. Do you understand?”  
 
    Jack felt a smile growing on his face. “I do understand, Melinda,” he said. “I’m glad to hear you speak it so clearly. You’re right. But once we complete the mission…?”  
 
    She nodded, and suddenly she blushed, her fair skin reddening in a way that had nothing to do with the warlock markings hidden by her glamor. “Once the mission is complete, we will be able to do… what we want to do,” she said, sounding more shy than he had ever heard her before.  
 
    He grinned, then swiftly drew her to him in a quick hug. He risked a kiss on her brow, and heard her soft indrawn breath as his lips met the skin at her hairline. “Then let’s get on and finish the job, Melinda!”  
 
    “Let’s do it,” she agreed. She took his hand again and didn’t pull away this time, and together they marched up through the woods toward the Shadow Tower. 
 
    Lachlan and Ivan met them at the gate. The old warlock was so pleased to see them that he embraced them one after the other. Ivan the goblin watched with a twinkle in his eye, then took himself off to the kitchen.  
 
    “You’ll be hungry,” the ever helpful goblin called over his shoulder with a smile as he left. 
 
    “After a winter away from your cooking, Ivan, you can bet we are!” Jack said.  
 
    “Well, well,” Lachlan said as they settled themselves in chairs in the sun in the little kitchen courtyard outside the dining hall. “I guess you have a lot to tell me, and I have some interesting news for you as well.”  
 
    “We do have a lot to tell,” Jack said, “but we also don’t have a great deal of time, as you’ll see. Lachlan, we found the portal through to Nightvale. We’ve locked it so that only I can use it, but still I guess that the sooner we return and head through, the less time they’ll have to prepare for our arrival on the other side.”  
 
    With that, Melinda and Jack plunged into their tale. Ivan brought cakes and meat pastries, chopped fruit with cream and a pot of hot tea, and then unobtrusively drew up a chair to listen to the story for himself. Though Jack and Melinda spoke as quickly as they could, the sun climbed in the sky and the morning was passing by the time they were finished.  
 
    Lachlan sat in silence for a few minutes, pondering what he had been told, before he finally spoke. 
 
    “This is amazing news about the machine they’ve used to create the portal,” he said. “And the Devourer, too, the strange shape he has taken seems to me to be connected with the blue sand in some way. Can you show me the crystal that you drained power into?”  
 
    Jack took it from his pocket and laid it on the table where it gleamed with a blue radiance. Lachlan picked it up and examined it closely.  
 
    “Amazing,” he said. “In the old days, there were many mages who dreamed of being able to create something like this, an item in which raw power could be stored. Now, I can see that they discovered it. Whatever the origin of the substance, they found that they could create these crystals and use them as mana stores. Perhaps they found some other uses for the stuff too? It seems to have lots of potential. The sword you created, joining an object to a spell, and the line of communication that the sand can open—it’s possible that this stuff has almost unlimited potential as a magical tool. It’s not surprising that the mages of Nightvale coveted it, and did all they could to bring lots of it through to their land for their use.”  
 
    “What gets me about it,” Jack said, “is just how much power it can store. This is only a small thing, and yet I emptied my mana pool into it five times before it was even approaching full. If you had something bigger, something more refined or better made, there’s no telling how much raw mana could be stored in it.”  
 
    “And the question I want to have answered,” Melinda put in, “is why? What are they using it for?”  
 
    “I think I might be able to answer that,” a voice said from behind them. It was Hannah Dwimmer, the rebel of Nightvale. She had come up to them quietly. Her hair was damp and matted as if with sweat, and there was dust and a spattering of blood on her face. Her clothes were dusty, too, and her boots were caked with mud. She had a large sack over one shoulder, which she dropped with a clank as she fell into a chair.  
 
    “You look like you’ve been in a fight,” Jack said.  
 
    Hannah snagged a pastry from the table in front of her. “I have been making use of the local dungeon,” she said through a mouthful. 
 
    She patted the sack by her side. “This is the result of several runs. I’ve also been north along the road a bit—not far, but far enough to run the closest new dungeons nearby.” She looked at Jack, and she looked impressed. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said. “You created all these dungeons?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” Jack said. “I just woke them up. But I’m sure we’ll get a chance to fill you in on the details some other time—right now, the most important thing to tell you is that we found a Grand portal through to Nightvale.”  
 
    Hannah leaped to her feet, her face a picture of amazement. “You did?” she cried. “That’s amazing! Where is it? How do I get there?”  
 
    “You don’t,” Jack said firmly. “Not without me and Melinda. The portal is locked to my use for the moment, and there’s no doubt that the other side is going to be guarded. We’ll have to fight our way through gods only know what on the other side, but once we do—if we do—then we’ll be in Nightvale and able to move toward doing… whatever it is we need to do there.”  
 
    “You don’t know what that is?”  
 
    “Not for sure. But I’m confident that fate will take a hand. It’s my destiny to go through to Nightvale, just as it was my destiny to awaken the dungeons. I’m the Aetherborn, and fulfilling this destiny is my mage’s path.”  
 
    Melinda looked thoughtful for a moment. “It will almost certainly involve destroying the Devourer, for starters,” she said. “And finding out who he is and why he was created.”  
 
    “And who or what created him, too,” Jack added.  
 
    “You seem to be putting a lot of reliance on fate,” Hannah said doubtfully.  
 
    Lachlan spoke up. “Jack is right,” he said. “He is the Aetherborn, and there’s more going on here than our informed planning. You will have to trust to fate, I’m sure. It’s good that you recognize that, Jack.” 
 
    Hannah subsided, but still looked doubtful. Melinda grinned at Hannah and Jack glanced between them. When Hannah first arrived at the Shadow Tower there had been a bit of rivalry between the two women—Jack had realized only later that it had been rivalry for his affection. But Melinda had nothing to worry about there, and she knew it now. Still, Jack thought that Melinda did not particularly like Hannah, and for his own part he did find the Nightvale woman a bit stiff and quick to take offense.  
 
    But none of that mattered. They were all allies now.  
 
    “Enough of this,” Jack said, taking command of the situation before anyone could say anything more. “Let’s not forget that our time may be limited. Yes, the portal is locked to my use and we destroyed their messengers, but we don’t know what’s on the other side and every moment we delay increases the chance that we will face stiff resistance when we come through. I want to gather my allies and go. Who is coming with me?”  
 
    He looked around.  
 
    Melinda nodded. “I will,” she said.  
 
    “And I will too,” Hannah added. “I must go back and save my people if I can. I have found the true Aetherborn, so my task is fulfilled. I’ll go back and do what I can.”  
 
    “Lachlan?” Jack asked.  
 
    To his surprise, Lachlan shook his head no. “I cannot,” he said. “I’ve come to realize this while you were away. Nightvale is closed to me, at least for now.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Melinda said, clearly upset at the prospect of doing the mission without Lachlan’s assistance. “We’ll need your help!”  
 
    “It’s not possible,” he said. “I’ve tried again and again to project my magic through to Nightvale while you’ve been away, but nothing has worked. All my magic is rebuffed when I try to look through, and the more I do it the more I realize that it’s a personalized magical block set up specifically against me. If I travel through a portal with you we will all be destroyed by the traps put in place to block my access.”  
 
    He held up a hand to stop their protests. “There’s nothing that can be done about it, my friends. I’m sorry. There’s nothing I want more than to go, particularly now that we know Elena is alive, but I dare not risk your lives for the sake of fulfilling my desires. It’s not worth the risk.” 
 
    “Besides,” he added with a wry smile, “you two, with Hannah and Spark at your side? I don’t think that’s a group that’s likely to fail in any quest. No, this is something you need to do without my help, Jack. That’s clear to me now.”  
 
    Jack sighed. “To be honest, I’d feared this would be how it would turn out. We have left behind the era when we could rely on you to get us out of scrapes, Lachlan. I think I knew it in my heart, but I was unwilling to fully admit it to myself.”  
 
    Lachlan nodded. “You’re no longer my apprentices, that’s for sure,” he said. “I said when you set out to awaken the dungeons that you would have reached journeyman status when you returned, and here you are. If you succeed in this quest that you’re about to embark on—which I have no doubt you shall—then I’ll be happy to call you both masters!”  
 
    He grinned, then stood suddenly. “But I have something for you, Jack,” he said. “I consulted my oracles, and I am confident that this is the right thing to do. If I’m not going, I won’t have need of it, and so I’ll gift it to you and Melinda.”  
 
    “What is it?” Melinda and Jack said together, their disappointment that he was not coming forgotten in their sudden interest in what this gift might be.  
 
    “Follow me,” Lachlan said in reply.  
 
    They left Hannah in the courtyard cleaning her gear and headed into the tower.  
 
    “What about Sheobeth and Maia?” Jack asked as Lachlan led them through the winding maze of torch-lit corridors that made up the Shadow Tower’s ground floor level.  
 
    As they walked, Jack was reaching out with his magical awareness into the tower around him, seeking the familiar presence of the tower spirit, Maia, and of the aether goddess Sheobeth who had descended into the core chamber months ago and never been seen since. He could feel neither of them as distinct entities, but he could hear the low buzz of their communication. It ran like the quiet chatter of a flowing stream just on the edge of hearing.  
 
    “You can feel all there is to feel of them,” Lachlan said with a shrug. “Since Sheobeth went down to her there’s been no sign of either of them. I’ve heard no direct communication from the tower. To be honest, that’s about the only reason I’m glad I’m not coming through to Nightvale with you. Something may happen with the tower while you’re away, and it will be good if Ivan and I are here to deal with that if it does happen.”  
 
    “What do you think might happen?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Who can tell?” Lachlan replied. Jack thought that his mentor seemed to perhaps guess more than he was letting on, but before he could press Lachlan on the point something unexpected happened.  
 
    “What in the name of the gods is that!?” Melinda shrieked.  
 
    She leaped back and put a hand to her sword, and instinctively Jack let mana flow to his hands in preparation to cast a defensive spell.  
 
    Something had come around the corner. It was the size of a large cat, but that was where the resemblance ended. This creature was shiny black, with a slick, gleaming hide and two enormous pincers like some kind of giant scorpion. It had a head that was crowned with a mass of eyes, like the eyes of a spider, but the eyes all glowed red and orange like burning coals.  
 
    A second creature appeared behind it, then a third.  
 
    “Lachlan?” Jack shouted. “What’s this?”  
 
    To his surprise, Lachlan laughed aloud. The mage dropped to one knee and made a cooing sound to the nearest monstrosity, who replied with clicking, chirruping sound. Another four of the monsters, all similar looking but in slightly different colors, had appeared round the corner to join their fellows. 
 
    Jack and Melinda looked at each other in surprise and confusion as the monsters all scurried up to Lachlan, pushing their compound-eyed heads in toward his hand as if asking to be petted by him.  
 
    “Who’s my good little monsters?” Lachlan said, scratching the rough bits of skin between the monsters’ horrific eyes. 
 
    At that moment, a much larger creature came round the corner. This one they recognized—it was Max, the stone beetle.  
 
    She had been created by Jack almost by accident, while experimenting with the enchanting table. He, Melinda, and Lachlan had assumed Max was a male, and since the creature in question was a giant beetle Enhanced with stone magic, the distinction didn’t seem particularly important.  
 
    But Spark and Max had become very close indeed over the last few months. And it turned out that Max was not a male, and that it did actually matter very much! 
 
    “These are Max and Spark’s offspring!” Jack said in amazement, and the big stone beetle lumbered up to him and chittered at him in greeting. Another few monsters trailed after her, tussling and nipping at each other with their claws like puppies. Still more could be seen further back, exploring the crevices in the walls and play fighting with each other as they dragged along.  
 
    “How many are there?” Jack asked. 
 
    Lachlan shrugged. “I’m not sure. At least twenty, possibly significantly more. It was a bit of a shock to all of us when the eggs appeared, as I’m sure you can imagine. Then they hatched these monsters… They’re just amazing. There’s never been anything like them in all of magical history as far as I’m aware. A monster created from a union between an stone beetle magical beast and a permanent dungeon creature familiar…” The old mage shook his head. “You’ve been breaking new ground, Jack, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “I don’t know how much of the credit I can take for this brood,” Jack said with a chuckle, “but okay… I’ll go with that! They’ve got quite a long way to grow still, though.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Lachlan said. “And Max has her work cut out keeping them in check.”  
 
    Max preened her own stone-clad mandibles with a distinct look of pride in her terrible offspring. Then she chittered severely at them and rounded them up, herding them off down the corridor and away. 
 
    Jack looked after them, shaking his head. “Who’d have thought it?” he mused.  
 
    “Who indeed,” Lachlan said with a laugh. “Come on, I’ve still got this last gift for you.”  
 
    He led them off down the corridor until they reached what seemed to be a dead end. “This is where I’ve kept them,” Lachlan said. “All these years…”  
 
    He raised one gloved hand and spoke a word that Jack didn’t catch. There was a grinding of stone, and a panel in the door drew abruptly back with a dull thud. There was an open space in front of them, lit by a strange, sourceless red light.  
 
    “Come in,” Lachlan said.  
 
    They followed him into a generously-sized circular chamber with a high roof. The place was filled with light that seemed to rise up out of the floor. In the middle of the room there was a suit of armor on a stand, and next to it, lying on a table made of white stone, there was a black sword.  
 
    “Behold,” Lachlan said, “here are the red armor and the black sword of Azhoth!”  
 
    At the uttering of the name of the aether god, the red light suddenly waxed bright, and Jack gasped as the armor and sword were lit with the radiance. The armor was beautiful, a marvelously intricate construction of overlapping plates of red metal that gleamed in the light as if it had been freshly polished. Gold trim and inlaid crystals sparkled on the edges of the armor and runes were graven in black upon the gauntlets and the tall, half-faced helmet.  
 
    And the sword… it was black as if it had been made of obsidian, shining bright and so sharp that Jack could almost feel the cutting edge from the other side of the room. It seemed to be made of one piece of material, with no distinction between the styled handle, the big cross guard, and the immense, straight blade.  
 
    Melinda and Jack moved toward these powerful relics together, their eyes wide as they took in the beautiful workmanship.  
 
    “I can feel the magic radiating off these items,” Melinda said. “But how are they to be used? Jack already has armor, and the sword is too big for either of us to wield…”  
 
    Lachlan smiled. “These are not normal items that one picks up and uses,” Lachlan said. “They are… vessels. Vessels of immense power. And they can be bound to more than one person. You must take them up together, and both of you will wield them at the same time…”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Melinda protested.  
 
    “Jack does,” Lachlan replied quietly.  
 
    Jack gazed at the two items. They reached out to him, drawing at his will with the promise of their immense power.  
 
    “I do understand,” he said suddenly, as the nature of the items suddenly crystalized in his mind. They showed themselves to him, and he smiled slowly as understanding swept through him.  
 
    He reached out to take Melinda’s hand in his. She looked at him in surprise for a moment, then he saw her eyes widen as she picked up on his understanding of what they must do. Jack smiled and stepped toward the magical armor and sword.  
 
    Then he absorbed them.  
 
    As the magic streamed toward him, he saw the armor and sword disintegrate and turn to a fine swirl of red and black dust that whirled up into a little tornado of color and light. It hung for a moment and then blasted toward him, disappearing as it hit the center of his chest.  
 
    Melinda gave a cry of mixed amazement and fear as she, too, for the first time, felt the power of Jack’s absorb spell flooding into her.  
 
    “Hold steady,” Jack said to her, speaking now through the psychic connection that joined them. “The feeling of overwhelm will pass. Lean on me, and reach out to take the new power into yourself!”  
 
    He felt Melinda waver for a moment then grow steady in the face of the onrushing power.  
 
    “Yes!” she cried, and a glance at her showed her green eyes blazing fiercely as she faced down the rush of magic. It filled her mana pool at the same time that it rushed into his.  
 
    For a moment longer they hung there together, bathing in the pure power of the sword and armor of Azhoth the aether god, and then it subsided. Like swimmers abandoned by a rushing tide, the two young mages were left gasping for breath in the red room.  
 
    They looked up.  
 
    The armor and sword were gone.  
 
    “Lachlan,” Melinda said. “What is this? How do we use it, and how did you get it?”  
 
    “As to how I got it,” Lachlan said, with a twinkle in his eye, “that’s a story for another time. There’s long hours to be spent in that tale, but now you two need haste. But as for how to use it, I think Jack will be able to show you better than I can.”  
 
    “Jack?” Melinda asked, turning to him.  
 
    He nodded. “Yes,” he said. “As I understand it, we use the power of the sword and the armor in the same way that I use dungeon summoning powers. When the time comes to use them, I will treat them as an Enhancement spell, giving you the power of the armor and sword the way I Enhance my monsters with elemental power. I have a feeling that we should not test the power in here, however. Let’s go outside first.”  
 
    “Right,” Melinda said, still sounding a little overwhelmed.  
 
    As they walked back along the corridor, she asked quietly, “Is that always how it feels when you absorb a new creature or spell?”  
 
    “It’s not usually as powerful,” Jack said. “Those items are more powerful than anything I’ve encountered before. Absorbing monsters, items, or spells is usually a powerful feeling, and when I was less experienced at it, the feeling was quite overwhelming. But those items…” he shook his head, at a loss for words.  
 
    She seemed to know what he meant. “You must show me how they work before we go through the portal,” she said.  
 
    “We could stop on the way,” he said, “but I don’t know if it’s such a good idea. We might be better just to go, and to wait until we’re in battle before we use them.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Melinda sighed. “The time for experimentation has passed, really.”  
 
    “I’m sure that when the time comes, you’ll be ready.”  
 
    After that, it took surprisingly little time for them to get ready to leave. When they got back they found that Hannah had packed, cleaned her gear, and was ready to go. Lachlan had gifts for them—three leather belts with places for vials and bottles. The pockets and pouches on the belts were all full with containers of potions and salves. 
 
    “Thank you!” Jack said, looking at the beautiful workmanship of the leather and the gleaming vials of magical potions. “But how are we to know what they do?”  
 
    “Hold a hand over them and seek,” Lachlan replied.  
 
    Seek? Jack thought. He wasn’t sure what Lachlan meant, but as he held his hand over one of the potions and held the question in his mind, the meaning became clear. The potion communicated its use and meaning to him, directly through his mind.  
 
    Mana Boost, one was called, and Explosive Healing was the name of another. Yet another was marked Poison Mist and another Liquid Fear.  
 
    From the looks on the faces of his companions as they held their hands over the potions in their own belts, Jack could see that they, too, had found the trick of discovering the names.  
 
    “Thank you,” Jack said with feeling. “There’s a lot here.”  
 
    “Hopefully they will be useful,” Lachlan replied. “It’s hard to know what you’re going to face, so I’ve given you all a range of items in the hope that they will come in handy when needed. Good luck to you!”  
 
    When they had picked up the food supplies that Ivan had packed for them, they were ready to go.  
 
    Together, with some little trepidation, they walked out of the Shadow Tower.  
 
    At the bottom of the hill, Jack stopped and glanced back. The tower above was dark against the glowing light of the setting sun. In the woods around him, birds sang and the scent of a spring evening rose up from the green mossy ground.  
 
    “Well,” he said. “This is it. After all our preparation, we’re finally on our way to Nightvale.”  
 
    He looked at his companions. Melinda’s blonde hair glowed like burnished gold in the low evening light of the setting sun. Her green eyes sparkled with anticipation, and Jack could feel her magical presence radiating with power and connection as she stood by him. Her gear was a deep forest green, she had the magical fire sword by her side, her juggernaut battle form was ready beneath the surface, and the power of the warlock magic was within her.  
 
    On his other side stood Hannah Dwimmer, rebel scout of Nightvale. Her dark hair was swept back from her angular cheekbones, her sharp nose, and her strong, determined chin. Her eyes were black as onyx crystals and they glowed with determination as she considered the mission before her.  
 
    “Well, friends,” Jack said, “let’s go. We’re going to fight the Devourer, to defeat the mages of the Black Hand and to overthrow King Bain. I’m going to free the people of Nightvale and fulfil the prophesy of the Aetherborn. Are you ready?”  
 
    “Let’s do it,” Melinda said, and Hannah nodded, a ghost of a smile crossing her grim face.  
 
    Jack turned and led his companions down the hill.  
 
    He was going to meet his destiny.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will it work?” Hannah Dwimmer said. “I’m not a mage.” 
 
    “You traveled through the Grand portal from Nightvale, didn’t you?” Jack asked.  
 
    “That was different, I think. I was kind of dragged through, and I didn’t have time to think about what I was doing. I thought that the Golden portals require a bit more awareness and choice about where to go?”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Jack said. “I’ll take your hand when we go in so you don’t get lost. Melinda and I are experienced portal users, and we’ll keep you right in case you start to disintegrate.”  
 
    “Disintegrate?” Hannah said, her eyes widening in horror.  
 
    Melinda smiled and put a reassuring hand on the other woman’s arm, and shot Jack a glare. “Honestly,” she said to Hannah. “You don’t need to worry. We’ll look out for you. I can assure you it’s perfectly safe.”  
 
    Soon they were standing in front of the high doorway, bathed in its eerie golden light. Hannah, for all her obvious toughness and experience of danger, looked genuinely scared.  
 
    “Okay,” she said at last. “There’s no point in putting it off. We don’t have the time to travel any other way. Let’s go.”  
 
    Jack stood in between the two women, Melinda on his left and Hannah on his right. He reached out his hands and his companions took one each. Melinda’s hand was cool, firm, and steady, but Hannah’s was warm and damp with nervous sweat, and it shook.  
 
    “On the count of three,” Jack said firmly, “move forward in step toward the portal.”  
 
    He counted to three, then stepped resolutely forward.  
 
    As the portal began to suck them in, Jack heard Hannah give a small whimper of fear. He reached out with his magical awareness toward her, wrapping her in his senses and holding her firmly with his magic. As he did so, he felt Melinda there too, steady and holding the Nightvale woman as they were drawn into the portal.  
 
    Hannah is strange against my senses, Jack thought as the map chamber appeared around him. I’ve never done this for someone who isn’t a mage before. Hannah has no awareness of herself as a magical being, because she has no native magic in her.  
 
    Where his sensation of Melinda was always bright, as of a being made of pure light, Hannah was dark and formless, like a lump of heavy clay shaped in the form of a person. She had a form in the aether—every living being did—but she had no sense of herself here, and no tools or frame of reference to operate. As he had suspected, the clay of her formless being was vulnerable to the pull of the aether.  
 
    “Don’t linger,” Melinda said to him. “Choose the portal and let’s get Hannah out of here.”  
 
    As Jack sought the portal that would take them out in the white dungeon near the coast, he felt something deeply disquieting in the aether around him. It was a presence, something he had never experienced before. A big, slow, uncompromisingly hungry presence, a dark shadow that nonetheless had form and purpose behind it.  
 
    Its regard was turned toward him… no, that was not quite right. It was turned toward Hannah! 
 
    Jack found the portal he was seeking and activated it. Immediately, the pulling sensation grabbed him and hauled him and his two companions through, back into the physical world again.  
 
    Melinda staggered a step then righted herself, but Hannah dropped to her knees and retched dryly.  
 
    “Gods’ teeth!” Hannah cursed after a moment, rising to her feet and brushing the chalky dust from her trouser knees. “That was awful!”  
 
    “Are you okay?” Melinda asked, and Jack was pleased to see that the concern in her face was entirely genuine. All trace of her earlier jealousy was gone. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” Hannah said. “But there was a moment there where I felt like I was being eaten by something. It was… unpleasant to say the least.”  
 
    “Did you see anything? Did you see the map?”  
 
    “Map? What map? No, I saw nothing, only darkness. The only thing that seemed to exist was your hand. I couldn’t even see my own body, and I felt all… shapeless and half-made… ugh.”  
 
    Melinda and Jack shared a look—it was clear to Jack from the way Melinda was looking at him that she too had felt that presence at the end of their transit, and that she had liked it no more than Jack had. But it seemed best not to mention it just now. Melinda clearly agreed.  
 
    Hannah shivered, but was pulling herself together quickly. She glanced around the chamber. “So, this is our destination?” she said.  
 
    “It is,” Jack replied. “From here, it’s only a short journey to the Grand portal, and so to Nightvale. Come on, let’s get going.”  
 
    He listened at the door for a moment more and then reached out to the dungeon through his magical senses. “Can we come through?” he asked the dungeon.  
 
    The dungeon acknowledged him straight away, and as usual, Jack felt a flood of appreciation and regard from its spirit. There was a grinding sound and the doorway opened, revealing an empty chamber that had clearly been used recently. There were splashes of blood on the walls, and the wreckage of a range of interesting dungeon monsters scattered about on the floor around the crystal.  
 
    Jack went to the doorway and peered out, then he cursed and drew his head back in.  
 
    “There’s a bunch of adventurers camping outside the dungeon,” he said. “I don’t want to just wander out past them—it will raise too many questions for them. So far, I’m keen to keep the existence of the Golden portals a secret, particularly since they seem to be dangerous for non-magic users. If we just walk out of here, it will make these adventurers wonder if there is a portal in here.”  
 
    “I will always be able to keep them away from the portal chamber,” the dungeon assured him, speaking in his mind. 
 
    “I’m sure that’s true,” Jack replied. “But nevertheless I don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to our party just now. I’ll need to come up with another solution.”  
 
    “What about the cloak?” Melinda suggested.  
 
    Jack looked at the group outside doubtfully. “I’m not sure I’d want to rely on it to get all three of us out of here unseen,” he said, “but I guess it’s the best option we have.”  
 
    Melinda drew the invisibility cloak from her bag and held it up. It was immediately clear to all of them that it would not do for all three. Melinda and Jack had managed to squeeze behind it together on a number of occasions, but there was no way they would be able to fit three people under it and then cross open ground. 
 
    Jack frowned, gazing at the cloak. Almost without realizing it, he had extended his magical awareness toward it and was becoming aware of it as a magical item. Then it struck him—the cloak itself was not necessary for invisibility! It was the magic contained within the fabric that caused the invisibility effect, not the cloak itself.  
 
    He chuckled suddenly. “I never thought of it before,” he said, “because there was never any need. But of course, it’s the obvious solution!”  
 
    He leaned into his magical sense of the cloak, letting his awareness bleed through it like water soaking into a sponge. Here was the fabric, beautiful and ancient, and made in such a way that it could contain a powerful magic spell. And here was the spell itself, woven tightly through the fabric but not bonded unbreakably with it.  
 
    Jack had managed to extract the magic spells from enchanted items before—his Resist Magic spell had been taken from a wooden staff owned by the Nightvale mage Roland Redhands—but he’d never worked with a spell so closely woven with a material as this invisibility spell was woven with the cloak.  
 
    “This is going to take a bit of work,” he said quietly. “Keep an eye on the door.”  
 
    Melinda and Hannah both moved toward the door to keep a watch on the adventurers outside, and Jack plunged in. He filled his awareness with the cloak and the spell that was meshed through it and began to work, unpicking the magic the way a person might unpick a row of stitching. At first it was slow work, and the thought crossed his mind that it might be a longer job than he was able to commit to right now.  
 
    But as he made progress, the unpicking began to speed up exponentially. He was gathering the threads of the spell into his hand, and the more he gathered the quicker they came free from the magical cloth. Deep satisfaction filled him as the magic flooded him, and awareness of the spell’s complexity and power was awe-inspiring. He grinned fiercely as the last of the spell slipped into place.  
 
    He blinked, coming back to his body, then he looked at the cloth that had held the spell. To his surprise and amazement there was no cloth left. It had changed, and what remained was something he recognized immediately.  
 
    A small pile of blue sand, radiating open magical potential.  
 
    “You did it?” Melinda asked.  
 
    Jack nodded, kneeling to scoop up the blue sand and place it in an empty pouch at his belt.  
 
    “That’s that,” Jack said. “Now, let’s get out of the dungeon and past these adventurers. Hannah, I’m going to cast an invisibility spell on you and Melinda. We’ll take each other’s hands again and I’ll lead you both past the folk and over through that far gap in the trees over there.”  
 
    Hannah swallowed, obviously not too keen on having a spell cast on her so soon after her recent unpleasant experience of traveling through the portal, but she nodded her agreement. “Okay,” she said.  
 
    Jack took one of Hannah’s hands, and Melinda took the other. Then they arranged themselves in a line, ready to leave the chamber. Jack called upon his new spell.  
 
    “Invisibility,” he muttered under his breath, and found that the spell easily rushed through his hands to Hannah and then to Melinda, as well as himself.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, satisfied that his companions were completely invisible, then stepped out into the glade.  
 
    As they crossed it, making sure to keep a good distance between them and the adventurers, Jack felt a moment’s concern. This spell was taking up a lot of mana to maintain. His pool was strong, and had been strengthened and increased in capacity over his winter away awakening the dungeons. He could now summon ten monsters at the same time and have enough mana left over for a few simple elemental spells, and yet he found that the Invisibility spell was chewing through his mana so fast that he was already nearly at half capacity.  
 
    He looked at the gap in the trees he was headed for and sped up, tugging the others along. He became aware that he was creating a disturbance in the grass and plants that filled the woodland glade as he crossed them. He hoped that none of the adventurers would notice, but the drain on his mana was becoming so alarming that he could not afford to slow down.  
 
    I’ll just have to hope they’re too intent on their loot and their injuries to notice, he thought as he forged ahead.  
 
    The gap was in front of him and he dived through it, sprinting a couple of steps into the shadows before falling to the ground. He rolled over and withdrew the flow of mana from the Invisibility spell. Melinda and Hannah reappeared immediately, and Jack saw his own body rippling into visible form again too.  
 
    “What’s that?” a voice called from the direction of the adventurers.  
 
    “Someone in the woods there,” another said.  
 
    Two of them jumped up and walked over toward the gap in the trees. They were short, suspicious-looking men in rusty mail with poorly-maintained weapons in their hands.  
 
    “Who are you, then?” the nearest one shouted when he caught sight of Jack and his friends. “Come to run the dungeon, have you? Well it’s closed, so you better make your way back to the road, because we’re not sharing our plunder!”  
 
    Hannah glared at the man, but Melinda was crouching next to Jack, who was sitting on the ground breathing deeply, catching his breath.  
 
    “We’ll go back to the road for now, then,” she called to the suspicious man.  
 
    “Aye, and you’d best stay there if you’ve any sense. These dungeons are not for the weak or faint-hearted. You women look like you could handle yourselves, but that lad looks like he’d get eaten alive in there. Best you go back to Yillin or wherever it is you’ve come from.”  
 
    Jack, who was rapidly feeling stronger, stifled a laugh and covered his smile with his hand. If only this oaf knew! But that was not his concern right now.  
 
    He took Melinda’s arm and got shakily to his feet.  
 
    “Thanks for the warning, sir,” he said politely. “I think I’ll take your advice and be on my way.”  
 
    “Hmmm, about time too,” the man growled.  
 
    Jack glanced at Melinda and Hannah and nodded his head toward the road. “Come on,” he said in a low voice. “Let’s not get side-tracked. We’ve got a job to do.”  
 
    It was night now, but there was a bright moon and they made their way back to the road with ease. As they went, Jack sent out his thoughts to Spark.  
 
    “Are you near, my friend?” he asked.  
 
    “Near enough,” came the reply. “I’ll meet you by the dead dungeon where you fought the Devourer.”  
 
    “What happened to you back there, Jack?” Hannah asked. “You seemed about to faint!”  
 
    “It was the Invisibility spell,” Jack explained. “It took an enormous amount of mana to sustain it across all three of us. It drained me so fast that I was in danger of running out of mana completely.”  
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” Hannah asked.  
 
    “It can kill a mage, Hannah,” Melinda answered. “We have only a finite amount of mana that we can use, and if it drops below a certain threshold we can become very ill and need to rest up for days before we’re able to fight or cast spells again. And if the draining becomes complete, the mage risks death.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Hannah said thoughtfully. “I’ve known mages, of course, but in Nightvale the magic is usually powered by storage crystals, not by internal resources.”  
 
    “I’d been hoping for a chance to ask a bit about that, Hannah,” Jack said. “What are these storage crystals? Can you tell me more about that?”  
 
    Hannah shrugged. “Not too much, I’m afraid. Most of that kind of thing was reserved for the upper echelons of the noble class, not for the likes of us. But some people I knew had them. They generally come as rings or amulets, little crystals of all different colors that contain a power reserve. They can be recharged with power from the central well…”  
 
    “What is that?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “Oh, it’s a thing we have in the city,” Hannah said. “Only those with power crystals are allowed in. It’s supposed to be like a well, but full of fire. You hold your crystal out over it and it gets powered up… that’s as much as I know.”  
 
    Jack thought back to that strange place they’d found in the woods after the fight with the renegade elf. That had looked a bit like a kind of well, too, only it had contained an entrance to the demon realms, not any kind of powerful fire. Could there be some kind of connection? They had never worked out what that elf had been trying to do. Did this maybe suggest an answer? Could the elf have been trying to open some kind of charging station for blue sand crystals?  
 
    There were too many questions to answer, so Jack concentrated on the task at hand. They walked through the night to the hill where they had fought the Devourer and there, sure enough, was Spark the dragon.  
 
    His mighty form was silhouetted on the top of the hill against the starry sky. Jack heard Hannah’s intake of breath as Spark flexed his enormous wings and then lumbered down the slope to meet them.  
 
    “A real dragon,” Hannah said. “I never thought I’d see such a thing in my lifetime, but there he is!”  
 
    Spark, seeming pleased with the impression he’d made, lowered his massive head to her in a half-mocking bow.  
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” he said in his rumbling, gravelly voice.  
 
    “You can speak?” Hannah exclaimed.  
 
    “A little,” Spark rumbled back to her, then nuzzled his head against Jack.  
 
    Jack scratched his head and smiled. “Come on,” he said to his friends. “Let’s go. The less time we spend waiting, the better.”  
 
    They climbed onto the dragon’s back. Jack and Melinda were quite used to this now, but for Hannah it was clearly an intimidating experience.  
 
    “I won’t let you fall,” Spark promised. Speaking aloud was uncomfortable for him, Jack noticed. His voice was built for roaring, and though he could speak human words when needed it was not the easiest thing for him to do. 
 
    Jack spoke to him through his mind. “You ready for this, buddy?” he asked.  
 
    “Always,” Spark replied.  
 
    “Then let’s do it!” 
 
    The night air was colder than it had been in the south at Fordwatch. Luckily, the travelers wore warm, fur-lined cloaks and boots, because Hannah had told them that Nightvale was colder than the Noonlands.  
 
    As they rode the dragon out toward the water, Jack felt Melinda’s bare hand slip through a chink in his clothing and touch the skin at his hip. He almost jumped, but even as he wondered what she was doing, he felt their psychic connection tightening.  
 
    “Just wanted to establish a more private connection,” she said in his mind, a bit of a mischievous tone in her thoughts. “How is your mana pool?”  
 
    “Returning,” Jack said after observing it for a moment. “I didn’t drop quite low enough to impact the regeneration, though it was a near thing.”  
 
    “We’ll need to be careful with that Invisibility power,” Melinda said.  
 
    “Yes,” Jack agreed. “It’s useful, though, and good to have it in this more accessible form.”  
 
    “What about the red armor and black sword? Do you feel them in your mana pool?”  
 
    “I sure do. I feel them as summonable Enhancements, as I thought I would. I can feel that if I reach out with them, I’ll be able to apply their power to you.”  
 
    “Can you tell anything about what they are, or how they work?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not. I can tell they’re powerful, but I don’t know what their nature is. I suspect that they’re malleable and might change depending on the user, and maybe even on their needs in the present moment, but I may be wrong. It’s a pity we don’t have time to stop and experiment, but I’m sure they’ll come into their own when we need them.”  
 
    “Okay,” Melinda said, then withdrew her hand from his skin, breaking the strong connection. The link—and the warm touch of her hand—had been comforting, he noticed now that they were gone. From the corner of his eye, he saw her pull her glove back on.  
 
    Then, to his surprise and great delight, she laid her head on his shoulder and cuddled closer than she needed to for the purposes of their flight.  
 
    In the small hours of the morning, they reached their destination. The huge, red circle of the Grand portal glowed menacingly out of the darkness, lighting up the choppy waves and the black cliffs above with its unnatural red light.  
 
    Jack leaned over his shoulder and called out so both his companions would hear him over the rushing wind and the sound of the waves. “This is it!” he said. “I don’t know what’s going to be on the other side of that portal, but I suspect there will be some welcoming party there to meet us. Be ready to hit the ground fighting, got it?”  
 
    Both women gave grim nods in reply.  
 
    “Take us in, Spark,” Jack said.  
 
    His ears popped as Spark dropped through the air. Soon, he was all but skimming the waves, racing ahead just a few feet above the waves. Jack had taken the strange key out of his pocket and held it up in his gloved hand as they made their approach. As the portal drew closer, the key began to glow with a vivid light, and the portal responded.  
 
    The huge red circle blazed with light, and strange runes ran across it as it began to whirl like a giant wheel. Spark lowered his head and kept barreling straight ahead.  
 
    For one terrifying moment Jack’s whole vision was filled with the enormous whirling red light of the portal. The awesome magic of the thing almost overwhelmed his magical awareness. He felt his hair pushed back and his face burning as painfully hot air blasted at him from the center of the portal.  
 
    Then they were sucked in.  
 
    There was no transition, no map room, no sense of changing places. The transition was jarringly abrupt. One moment, all was whirling red magic and the blazing of the portal’s power, and the next they were soaring through freezing rain in the middle of a black night. 
 
    A howling wind hit them from the left. It sent Spark banking heavily to the right and downward.  
 
    That was probably what saved them.  
 
    Jack looked to his left, his eye drawn by something bright and moving. He blinked, tried to understand what the thing was, then understood. It was a huge projectile tipped with black metal, and it was streaming with flame. It sailed through the space where they had just been, and if he had not banked right there was no doubt it would have hit Spark in the chest.  
 
    “Look out!” Jack yelled. “We’re under attack!”  
 
    “I see them,” Spark said in Jack’s mind. He soared suddenly up, then dived to the left as another projectile shot past them through the night air.  
 
    Jack looked down and saw water. Black water with choppy waves capped with white foam—the sea. Then he looked up and saw the gleam of a town’s lights not far away.  
 
    It was hard to tell in the darkness, but it looked like a port.  
 
    “Ships,” Spark said to him. “Over there, on the water, see?”  
 
    Jack had missed them before in the darkness, but Spark’s keener sight had caught them. There were small ships in the bay, maybe ten of them, and they were the source of the projectiles.  
 
    “They’ve been on guard here for us, just as I thought they would be,” Jack said, and felt Spark’s agreement.  
 
    The ships were not far from them, perhaps a quarter mile away. Even as he watched, he saw another flaming bolt arcing through the air toward them. Spark dodged easily, then lowered his head, putting all his effort into closing the distance between them and the ships.  
 
    As they closed with the ships, Hannah suddenly shouted out from behind Jack, “The portal! Look back! The portal is closing!”  
 
    They all looked. Sure enough, the portal behind them was collapsing. It closed in on itself, swirling round and round, faster and faster as it closed up, like a giant red whirlpool. It rumbled and boomed one final time before it was replaced with darkness. 
 
    “Trapped!” Melinda cried.  
 
    “No time to worry about that now,” Jack said. “Look to the ships!”  
 
    Together, they crouched low on Spark’s back as the dragon lunged through the driving rain right at the ships. On the deck of the central ship, a team of armored figures was loading a burning bolt into a formidable ballista mounted on a platform.  
 
    Jack thought they were men, but as he expanded his magical awareness toward them he realized it was not so. They were… different. Different but familiar, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on how.  
 
    They are creatures of magic, he suddenly realized. Summoned creatures, like the copies of the gold-masked mage that we fought in the island chamber. That’s what they remind me of! 
 
    The bolt fired, and they were so close that they heard the deep thrum as the taut string released its deadly load into the air. This time, Spark blazed a gout of bright-yellow Hellfire at the bolt as it shot through the air toward his head.  
 
    The fire consumed the bolt, and Spark continued to spew fire as he plunged toward the ship. His flames were no ordinary fire—this was the Hellfire of the demon realms, a warlock magic that Jack had been able to enchant Spark with during an early session of experimentation back in the tower.  
 
    How long ago all that seemed now! 
 
    Spark’s huge wings hit the masts of the ships on either side of him. The impact smashed wood to splinters and tore through heavy sailcloth as if it had been wet paper. His roar of Hellfire scored across the deck of the nearest ship, consuming the summoned crew and the ballista itself.  
 
    The fire ran like a living thing across the deck and up the masts and down the sides of the ship, then leaped the short distance to the ships to the left and right of it. In moments, all three were ablaze, lighting up the scene with huge tongues of flame that roared and whipped about chaotically in the high wind.  
 
    Spark circled just as a storm of arrows was loosed from the surrounding ships.  
 
    Without having time to think, Jack reached for his Ward spell. He poured into it the essence of stone, and just in time a spherical shield of thin rock leaped into being around them. The arrows smashed against it, breaking up like dry twigs and then spinning off into the darkness. Jack dropped the shield and conjured three fire wraiths on the deck of one of the nearby ships as Spark dropped toward another and raked across it with fire.  
 
    They’re not men, Jack thought in amazement as he scoured the decks for foes. There were plenty of enemies, but they were all made of magic, conjured beings animated by magical energy, not living creatures in any way.  
 
    Jack was glad of that. If I get through this without killing anybody, it will be a miracle, he thought, but still I’m not comfortable taking human life. 
 
    The part of him that was the dungeon flared up at that, almost like a sulky animal pushing against the will of its master. The dungeon, Jack felt, would be more than content to kill humans, or anyone else for that matter. He knew that dungeons took immense power from the death of an adventurer within their walls. It was only the desire for long-term return of adventurers that held back the murderous instincts of most dungeons. Even then, some got a taste for it. There were old tales of dungeons who had gone mad for the sustenance gained from human souls, and had become places of deadly menace.  
 
    Jack was in control of the dungeon aspect that was bonded to his own soul, but he had no desire to see what would happen if it got a taste for killing. It was strong, and he was in alliance with it, using its power as his own. He did not want that situation to change.  
 
    “Look out, another volley!” Hannah cried.  
 
    Spark wheeled. This time, the volley was of flaming arrows, and Jack combined Ward and Water to create a wall of water that smacked into the flying arrows, dousing their flames and sending them dropping like pebbles to the black sea below.  
 
    Jack looked around. The ships on the water were a flaming mess, and those that were not on fire were hindered and endangered by those that were. Figures ran about on the decks, trying to douse the flames, but nowhere did Jack’s senses pick up any trace of any living, flesh-and-blood person on board any of them.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here while we can!” Hannah urged. “If we get over the land I’ll be able to work out where we are. Then we can head in the direction of the capital city.”  
 
    “Spark?” Jack said. “Let’s do it. Let’s go. Head for the land like Hannah says.”  
 
    “And leave these last few ships?” Spark asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Jack said. “There’s no threat left here. Come on.”  
 
    Spark obeyed, turning in the air and aiming toward the black line of the nearby coast.  
 
    As they approached land, Jack saw the lights of a town there. It had a fairly humble stone dock, some warehouses, and a black ribbon of road stretching away inland. 
 
    So this must be where the ships carrying the blue sand unloaded, he thought. From the looks of the place, the locals didn’t get much benefit from the rare goods, if they got any benefit at all.  
 
    They skirted the town, flying low over the patchwork of small fields and rocky, wind-blown fir woods that surrounded it. In the distance, a tall mountain range loomed, and to their right the long, ragged coast extended off in either direction.  
 
    “That way,” Hannah said, pointing. “That’s south, by the stars. Head that direction and we’re bound to hit the capital city sooner or later.”  
 
    Spark did as she suggested, climbing now and gaining height as the rain eased and the sea wind softened to a cold, damp breeze. 
 
    They had done it. They had entered Nightvale, and were on their way to the final showdown. And, of course, the Grand portal had been closed. As far as they knew, they were in Nightvale and there was no way back home.  
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    As it happened, it turned out that they were not far from the capital city at all. They flew near the edge of the coast, skimming low over the waves and keeping an eye out for ships.  
 
    “We’ll need to take care not to be seen if possible,” Jack said. “I can’t imagine many dragons are seen around here, and it’ll be hard to remain inconspicuous.”  
 
    Spark spoke to him in his mind. “When we land, I can show you a trick I learned recently, a trick that will allow me to be very inconspicuous indeed.”  
 
    “What’s that?” Jack asked, curious. “Can you show me now?”  
 
    There was a rumble of laughter from the dragon. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”  
 
    But he wouldn’t say more, so Jack contented himself with the comforting knowledge that he would be able to keep his friend close once they landed. 
 
    “There,” Hannah said, tapping Jack on the shoulder and pointing. “There is the city of Myrall, where King Bain lives—the heart of his power in the land of Nightvale.”  
 
    There was little to be seen of the city through the darkness, but Jack could make out a great mass of blurred lights, some of them seeming to be high up in the air, as if raised on the tops of dark towers up above the body of the city.  
 
    “Can we get any closer from the air?” he asked. “Is it safe to do so?”  
 
    “I’d say so,” Hannah replied. “Nightvale has no airships, such as are heard of in the King’s City of Seaport in the Noonlands. There are some flying units in the army, but they don’t patrol the skies. We don’t look to the skies much in Nightvale, so I think you’ll be good to bring us a bit closer under the cover of the darkness.”  
 
    Spark moved in closer to the land, while gaining height. After a short while, the outskirts of the city came into clearer view. The whole place was a blaze of light. Jack had never seen so many lights close together before, and they were not fires.  
 
    They lined the streets and shone out from the windows of buildings, illuminating the snaking roads that led through acres upon acres of small but well-built houses. Then, as they soared closer, the residential areas gave way to taller buildings of stone with wide streets full of carts and throngs of people, even at this late hour.  
 
    The stone buildings were beautiful, the result of deep craft and splendid engineering. As Spark soared in they passed over more and more elaborate architecture. There were towers and palaces, luxurious villas with extensive, sprawling gardens, huge, well-designed and brightly-lit parks.  
 
    And then they saw King Bain’s palace.  
 
    It was on a hilltop in the center of the most opulent area. The brightly-illuminated sprawl of it looked like a city within a city. There were buildings of all shapes and sizes crowded together, and levels of the castle built up into impossibly high towers joined together with long, graceful bridges of stone. Some parts of the castle seemed to plunge down below ground level, too, in great excavated depths that were still open to the air. Jack saw lights far below the level of the castle entrance, and there seemed to be some life down there.  
 
    In the middle of the palace at its highest point, there was a single, tall, narrow tower. And at the top of the tower a fierce blue light shone out over the whole scene. Jack recognized the color immediately—it was the color of a blue sand crystal.  
 
    It must be enormous to shine so bright, he thought.  
 
    The crystal bathed the buildings around it in its intense blue light. But even stronger than the glow was the sensation of sheer, raw power that emanated from it. There was so much mana in there that Jack’s senses reeled for a moment in the face of it, even at this distance. 
 
    “Don’t get too close to that tower,” he said to Spark. “We’ve seen enough. Let’s leave here and find somewhere we can safely land.”  
 
    Hannah pointed over the sprawl of the city. “I know what we can do,” she said. “There’s a place I know, not far from an entrance to the rebels’ realm. We should be able to land there and then sneak into the city unseen.”  
 
    “That sounds good,” Melinda said. “But what about the landing itself? Won’t we be seen?”  
 
    “We’ll just have to chance it,” Hannah said. “There’s no way you could make us all invisible until we’re on the ground, Jack?”  
 
    Jack thought for a moment and then reached to the belt of potions Lachlan had given him. There were emergency regeneration potions he could use if he drained his mana too much, but he didn’t want to have to use them. He had another idea.  
 
    In a pouch, he found the little blue crystal he and Melinda had made back in the village. He had nearly emptied his mana pool into the crystal five times, and now it glowed in his hand as he held it.  
 
    “I’ll use this crystal,” he said, “and draw off the mana in it to make us all invisible for a short amount of time for the descent.”  
 
    “That sounds good,” Hannah said. “The place I’m talking about is an old quarry, abandoned now. It’s a deep fissure in the ground, with high sides, so we won’t be seen there once we’ve landed.”  
 
    They flew over the dense city until they found the spot, then began the descent, under the influence of Jack’s Invisibility once they got close. 
 
    It was just as well he had the blue crystal to draw on. Making an entire dragon invisible was no small task, and if he’d been relying on his mana pool alone, he’d have been quickly drained.  
 
    As it was, he used a little over half of the mana in the crystal before they dropped down, as Hannah had said they would, into the cover provided by the high walls of the abandoned quarry.  
 
    With relief, Jack deactivated the spell. Spark used his own magic to slow his descent and landed softly in the thick undergrowth that coated the muddy floor.  
 
    The quarry had clearly been abandoned for years, and dense, jungle-like growth had taken over the sheltered spot. It was dark overhead, with thick clouds visible reflecting the light of the city.  
 
    As they dismounted, Jack wiped a hand across his forehead. “Whew,” he said. “I thought you told us Nightvale was colder than the Noonlands? But the air here is so humid and warm, it’s almost stifling!”  
 
    “I can’t account for it,” Hannah said, frowning. “I’ve been away from Nightvale and Myall city for over a year, but it was never like this before. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t like it.”  
 
    “Is it always so dark?” Melinda asked. “I’d have thought we’d be approaching daytime, but it’s so dim, still.” 
 
    “It’s always pretty dark here, yes,” Hannah said. “Even in daylight, the cloud cover is thick and keeps the light dim most of the time. Come on, we’ll need to get in touch with the rebels just as soon as we can.”  
 
    “And how are we to do that?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “There’s an entrance to the underground network not far from here,” Hannah replied. “Let’s use that. Spark, if you’re going to make yourself inconspicuous, now’s the time.”  
 
    Spark’s face twisted in a mischievous grin. There was a ripple of magic in the air, and the dragon suddenly began to change. The edges of his body grew blurred, as if they were being viewed through a pane of wet glass.  
 
    Amazingly, the dragon started growing smaller before his very eyes. Spark shrank and shrank, disappearing down until he was no bigger that a kitten, and would easily fit onto Jack’s shoulder.  
 
    The little dragon leaped into the air and flew toward Jack, uttering a playful little high-pitched roar. Then he settled on Jack’s shoulder and wrapped his tail around his feet.  
 
    “What do you think?” Spark asked Jack, speaking through his mind. Jack smiled. The dragon on his shoulder was tiny, and its roar was high-pitched as a kitten, but the voice that spoke in Jack’s mind was as deep and wise as ever.  
 
    “It’s a very impressive power!” Jack said. “How did you learn to do it?”  
 
    “Oh, just through experimentation. I can grow larger too, though that’s hard to maintain for a long time. This reduction in size is not difficult at all, and I can keep it up indefinitely.”  
 
    “Remarkable,” Jack said, then turned to Hannah. “Will Spark draw any unwanted attention like this?” he asked her. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Hannah replied. “Exotic pets are common in the city, and lizards especially. The civilians will likely take you for some nobleman of a distant land, and leave you alone.” She frowned. “I do hope the entrance is still there. I’ve had no contact with the rebels here since I left, and things may have changed.”  
 
    They walked to the edge of the quarry and slipped over the wall and down the outside of a steep bank. Immediately, they found themselves on a broad city street. It was well-lit by lamps—tall, black iron posts, each topped with a single crystal glowing with pale yellow light. 
 
    “Is everything in this city powered by magical crystals?” Jack asked in amazement, looking at the lamps as they made their way down the street. 
 
    Hannah nodded. “For a long time, all the uses of the magic were completely benign. Much of what you see was built with magic, from a source we don’t fully understand. But as I told you before, dark rumors have come to light recently about the source of the magic.”  
 
    Soon enough, she led the gang into a narrow alley between two tall buildings, where she levered up a metal drain cover, revealing a dark crawlspace. “In here,” she said, and without further comment she dropped to her knees and disappeared inside.  
 
    Jack and Melinda shared a look and then followed her. Jack closed the entrance behind him, pulling the metal cover back into place.  
 
    There was a hissing noise, and they saw that Hannah had lit one of the everlasting torches up ahead. The bright light showed them a narrow, tall corridor of brick stretching away ahead and downward. They followed as Hannah led them out into the network of tunnels that stretched beneath the city.  
 
    “These tunnels were built for many purposes,” she said. “Some of the lower ones were sewers, but most were built for access between the foundations of the buildings during the construction of the city. They connect up many cellars and basements. There are also many that serve no purpose whatsoever, at least not anymore. They are very useful for us and our purposes. No one has ever mapped the full extent of them.”  
 
    Hannah led them through a dizzying maze of corridors and tunnels. Sometimes they passed large chambers, obviously once well-used, but now forgotten. Sometimes, deep wells plunged down out of sight, and the sound of rushing water could be heard.  
 
    At points they passed through areas that were clearly still in use. Torchlit corridors had doors through which voices could be heard and Hannah explained, as they hurried along, that these parts of the tunnels were connected to commercial buildings above ground and were often used by merchants for warehousing.  
 
    If they had not had Hannah with them, they would soon have been hopelessly lost, but she led them unerringly through the maze. At last, they came to an area that looked as if no one had been here for a hundred years.  
 
    For some time, they had been traveling steadily downward, and Jack felt certain they were now well below the level of the city streets.  
 
    “This is the entrance to the part we rebels use,” Hannah said, pointing to a blank wall. Jack had seen enough hidden doorways in dungeons that he was not surprised.  
 
    “How does it open?” he asked.  
 
    In answer, Hannah moved to the side of the wall and pressed her hand to a particular brick. There was a grinding sound like gears operating somewhere below the floor, and a section of the wall that had previously looked indistinguishable from the others moved slowly back and out of the way, revealing a small, dark room. They slipped inside, and Hannah triggered a lever that stuck out of the wall to close the door again. She held the torch up and peered around.  
 
    “No one here,” she muttered.  
 
    “Would you expect there to be?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Not necessarily,” she said with a shake of her head. “Don’t worry.”  
 
    There was a short flight of stairs to one side, but before they could descend, they heard a sharp click, and a female voice. “Who goes there?” it asked.  
 
    “It’s me. It’s Hannah.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Hannah Dwimmer.” 
 
    A pale face appeared at the bottom of the stairs—a young woman wielding a loaded crossbow. Her eyes widened in sudden recognition and she grinned, lowered her weapon, and rushed up the stairs to greet Hannah with a warm hug. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you!” she exclaimed. “I confess we thought you were dead, after you went through the portal and never came back. Come, come quickly, the boss has just returned from a mission and is gathering everyone in the assembly room. You’re just in time. Who are your friends?”  
 
    “It’s a long story,” Hannah said, “but I’ll vouch for them.”  
 
    “Very well,” the young woman said, running her gaze over Jack and Melinda. “You better go in. I’ll stay at my guard post. It’s good to see you back, Hannah.”  
 
    Not far down the corridor they found a doorway and Hannah pushed it open to reveal a big chamber, brightly lit by a couple of yellow crystals hanging in lamps from the ceiling. There were wooden benches laid out in concentric circles, and the benches were crowded with people.  
 
    Jack looked around, seeing that most of the folk were young, and the majority of them were women. In the middle of the circle, a somewhat older woman stood gazing around at the gathered rebels.  
 
    Her face was lined with care, and her expression was grim, her dark hair was turning to gray, and a scar ran the length of her cheek. But her eyes sparkled with the light of command, and every line of her posture showed the strength and confidence that only comes with long experience.  
 
    Jack gazed at her in wonder. Even with the changes to her look, he still recognized her as the woman in the picture. Here was the woman who had occupied his workshop, who had lived in the Shadow Tower with Lachlan Woe and who had been his lover in the early days of his exile.  
 
    There was no mistaking Elena.  
 
    Hannah’s arrival in the room caused momentary chaos. It was clear that many of the younger recruits did not know her, but Elena and the other older veterans recognized her immediately. The room changed from quiet and focused to noisy and excited in a moment, and Jack and Melinda smiled at the joy with which Hannah was welcomed. When the younger rebels realized who Hannah was—which didn’t take long—it became clear that she was something of a legendary figure to the newer recruits. The young folk thronged around her, reaching out their hands to touch her shoulders and arms, and grinning and talking excitedly to each other.  
 
    Jack stood back from the crowd with Melinda, unnoticed for the moment. After a little while, Elena jumped up onto an empty bench and began to shout for quiet. She had a voice that would have traveled across a battlefield, and the command in her tone took effect straight away.  
 
    The noise in the gathering hall died down and the excited rebels stepped back, giving Hannah some room.  
 
    “Who are your friends?” Elena asked Hannah, her eyes on Melinda and Jack.  
 
    Hannah took a deep breath. “This is Jack, and this is Melinda,” she said. Her voice was steady as she continued, but Jack could see from the shining of her eyes how much bringing this news meant to her. “They are mages from the Noonlands. But Jack is not just a mage. He has the power of dungeons. He is the one we’ve sought. He is the true Aetherborn!”  
 
    Now it was Jack’s turn to be mobbed by excited young rebels. His status as the Aetherborn seemed to make him some kind of deity in their eyes, and they were amazed to find a young man of about their own age, and—despite the miniature dragon on his shoulder and his good garments—someone who looked much like them.  
 
    “You’re sure of this?” Elena said, eyeing the newcomers.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Hannah said. “Beyond all doubt. I found them at the Shadow Tower, Elena. With Lachlan Woe.”  
 
    When she heard these words, Elena’s face became very still, and a quiet blossomed in the hall as the rebels all looked at her. 
 
    After a moment, she held up her hands and spoke to the gathered crowd. “Friends,” she said, “this is an unexpected development. Disperse to your duties for now, and I’ll recall you for our daily briefing in a little while. I must talk with Hannah and our new friends, you’ll understand. On you go now.”  
 
    With many a backward glance and many a whispered word, the young rebels all drifted out of the assembly room.  
 
    When the room was empty save for Elena, Hannah, Melinda, Jack, and Spark, Elena looked at them and let out a long, long sigh. “My friends,” she said simply, “I’m glad you’ve come. Please, follow me to my rooms. You must be hungry and thirsty.”  
 
    The followed her out of a side door and through a corridor until they came to another room.  
 
    To Jack’s surprise, the room was light and airy. It had a large window looking out across an open space to a mossy, blank stone wall.  
 
    “I thought all of the tunnels were underground,” he said, “but I see that I was wrong.”  
 
    “The city is a warren,” Elena said. “There are many points where open shafts plunge far below ground level, and what is underground may also have a window onto the open air. This is one such place.” 
 
    They sat. The room was sparsely furnished, but there were some comfortable couches and when Elena rang a bell, an old male servant appeared and served them a dish of fruit and cold meats, and a strange bread flavored with a spice Jack had never tasted before. He crunched the seeds between his teeth, gazing thoughtfully out at the blank wall beyond the window.  
 
    After a moment, he realized that Elena was gazing equally thoughtfully at him.  
 
    “So,” she said with a small smile. “How is he? How is Lachlan?”  
 
    Jack swallowed dryly, then spoke the truth. “Until not so long ago, he thought you dead,” he said. “Now that he knows you are alive, he seems to have come back to life himself. He did not come, because he knows that Nightvale is blocked for him and he dared not trigger the traps and risk our lives. He misses you, but he knows that we have a mission greater than any one man’s desires.”  
 
    “And you know what that mission is?”  
 
    “Hannah has told us the prophesy that you know of,” Jack said. “I am the Aetherborn, and I’ve been following my fate and taking the choices that I sensed were right, and which led me here. There’s a great deal more that I could explain to you, but my heart tells me that we have not much time.”  
 
    “That’s the truth,” Elena said. She slumped forward in her chair, abruptly dropping all pretense at formality. “I’m glad you’ve come, Jack. You’re right—we could talk for days, I’m sure, but there is no time. When you left, Hannah, we knew only the barest details of what has been going on around the king. Now we know more. Our informant within the castle was exposed. She was executed as a traitor, but we have others. I myself have just returned from gathering their reports.”  
 
    She looked at Jack again. “It seems that you’ve arrived just in the nick of time. The King’s corrupt councilors—the council of the Black Hand—are about to take a terrible action, one that will consolidate their power and make it impossible to challenge them. They have—as you know—created the Devourer, and we believe that they have killed King Bain and taken control themselves.”  
 
    “The king is dead?” Jack asked.  
 
    “So it would seem. He was weak, and under their control, but they had no use for him anymore.”  
 
    “Tell me about the Devourer. You said the Black Hand created him?” Jack said. “I’ve encountered him, and he seemed like a very strange kind of being to me, but I couldn’t make out exactly what he was.”  
 
    “He was a man, once,” Elena said. “A mage called Roland Redhands. But he failed in a crucial mission and lost a lot of his power. When he came back to Nightvale the Black Hand punished him by turning him into the Devourer. He’s been melded to a suit of enchanted armor and woven about with terrible spells. They used the blue sand to do it. The sand has a power to merge things, and that’s how the Devourer was created.”  
 
    “That’s horrible!” Melinda exclaimed. “We encountered Redhands in the Noonlands, and we fought him, but we’d never wish such a fate on anyone, not even an enemy.” 
 
    “It is horrible,” Elena said. “But it’s far from the worst thing they’ve done. The Devourer was created in an attempt to subvert the prophesy of the Aetherborn. He was supposed to take the place of the Aetherborn, and their hope was that if he existed, the true Aetherborn’s fate would not be fulfilled. A vain idea, but just the kind of mad thing that these mages would try. They gave the Devourer the ability to kill the dungeons, to eat their power and bring it back to Nightvale for use.”  
 
    “But why?” Jack said. “What’s it all for? Why does the Black Hand council care if there are dungeons in the Noonlands? What difference does it make to them?”  
 
    “It makes all the difference. The prophesy says that a being will come—the Aetherborn—who will be both man and dungeon. And it says that he will destroy the source of all dark magic. But all the power of Nightvale, and all the power of the Black Hand council, is founded upon dark magic, and so they need some way of stopping this from happening. If there are no dungeons, there is no Aetherborn. They tried to create a creature that could kill the Aetherborn and undo his work. As far as we can tell, they’ve succeeded at that. The Devourer can kill you, Jack, and nothing else can.” 
 
    “Nothing else… what?”  
 
    “You didn’t know?” Elena said. “Well, I suppose, how would you know? No, Jack, your body might be killed, but the part of you that is a dungeon is bonded to your soul forever. It cannot truly die except at the hand of the foul abomination they have created—the Devourer. If your body were killed, your soul would live on, and you would be able to inhabit a crystal and continue to use your powers, eventually manifesting a new body and continuing on your mission. That’s why they need the Devourer. If they’re going to keep their power, they need you out of the way for good.”  
 
    “How do you know all this?” Jack said suddenly. “I believe you, but… How have you come by this knowledge?”  
 
    “One of the council of the Black Hand defected. He was a junior officer in the team who developed the Devourer, but he knew a lot. He was appalled by what the Black Hand had done to Roland Redhands, and so he came and joined the rebels. He told us what they were working on, and what their goal was. And it’s through him that we know that the Black Hand are about to make their final move.”  
 
    Jack let out a long sigh. “And what is that?”  
 
    “They’ve discovered a new source of the blue sand. You know about that?”  
 
    Jack nodded.  
 
    “Okay. Well, they’ve discovered a mountain of the stuff, a huge deposit, way more than there ever was in the Noonlands. The source of their power—the source of all dark magic—is the demon realm. They’re going to remove the entire demon realm out of the aether and contain it inside one enormous blue sand crystal, so that no one will be able to get at it ever again. With that secured, they’ll have access to the ultimate source of power, and we’ll never be able to touch them.”  
 
    “They’re going to contain the entirety of all the demon realms in a single crystal?”  
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    “How is that even possible?” Melinda said.  
 
    “I’m not sure what the actual process is,” Elena said. “But does it matter? We know that they can do it. The renegade Black Hand believed that the consequences for all the universes would be terrible. The demon realms do perform a function—the main function being to contain the evil forces of demons themselves. If they are disrupted in this way, the power unleashed could have terrible unintended consequences, but the mages do not care. They wish only for power. They believe that with power such as this, they can transform themselves into gods, and they are willing to sacrifice the whole of Nightvale to do it if necessary.”  
 
    “So how in the world do we stop them?” Jack said. “We must destroy the demon realms, I understand that, but how? It seems an impossible task.”  
 
    “Difficult,” Elena said, “but not impossible. Not for you. Not for one who carries the spirit of a dungeon inside himself.” 
 
    She smiled, looking him straight in the eye. “You can absorb power from your environment as a dungeon, is that not correct?”  
 
    Jack nodded.  
 
    “How much power can you absorb? What’s your limit?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never pushed it to its capacity, but I have absorbed and used a lot of mana in the past. There was one time…” 
 
    He thought back to the moment when he had met Azhoth the aether god. Azhoth had an enormous pool of mana, and he had given Jack a huge boost of power to help him to beat Roland Redhands and his goons. That had been an incredible experience—his power had been ultimate, and he had bent reality to his will with a touch of his hand.  
 
    But he wasn’t going to go into that just now.  
 
    “How about you cut to the chase, Elena,” he said firmly.  
 
    She smiled at his direct approach. “Very well. It’s this. At the heart of the King’s palace there is a huge crystal on a tower.”  
 
    “Yes, we saw it from the air,” Jack said.  
 
    “You did?” Jack could see that Elena wanted to ask more about that, but she restrained her curiosity and continued. “Well, that crystal is the key to the process. There’s enough power in there to destroy the demon realms completely. The realms are based on stability in the aether around them. Blast enough raw mana in there at once, and it will do the job. You need to absorb the power from that crystal—all of it—and then blast it into the demon realm and destroy it. Only you—a man with the dungeon power to absorb limitless amounts of mana—can do this.”  
 
    Jack frowned. “You’re talking about destroying an entire universe,” he said. “How can that be right, even if it is on filled with demons? What right do we have to do that?”  
 
    She frowned at him. “Do you know what the demons are, Jack?” she asked.  
 
    “Is there anything more to know, except that they are demons?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. They are the trapped souls of the dead. It doesn’t happen to everyone, but sometimes the soul of a dead person gets caught by the demon realms and trapped—this is what gives rise to a demon. It’s a torment, Jack, and there’s not one of them that would not prefer to be free, given the chance. You won’t be killing independent beings—you’ll be freeing trapped souls.” 
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    The knowledge Elena shared with them changed everything. Demons weren’t an independent, authentic form of creature. They were merely emanations of an injustice, which could be undone by killing them. 
 
    They made their plans quickly.  
 
    “We will create a distraction,” Elena said. “In the middle of the central square, near the market street, there is a well of magic where those who carry blue sand crystals can recharge them. We’ll create a disruption there with a fire. The well is an important asset for the king and the ruling council. All the right people will be distracted if anything happens there.”  
 
    “Spark and I will fly up to the crystal on top of the castle,” Jack said. “I don’t know how close I’ll need to get to absorb the power from it, but I suspect I’ll have to get pretty close. Spark can lay me down on the tower itself if necessary.”  
 
    Elena eyed the tiny, sleeping dragon on Jack’s shoulder and smiled. “I still can’t quite believe it,” she said, “but it gives you a great advantage. You’d have a hard time getting to it from the ground, though I don’t doubt you’d have managed it. Flying to it will be much easier.”  
 
    “Is it not guarded?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Not from the air, I don’t think,” Elena said, “but the council of the Black Hand have their chamber just below it. They will be there, though hopefully our distraction will be enough to draw at least some of their attention. But it’s likely that they’ll sense your presence, and you’ll have to fight them.”  
 
    “Very well,” Jack said. “I’ll take Melinda with me, and between me, her, and Spark, I’m sure we’ll manage to pull it off.”  
 
    “I admire your confidence. When do you want to start?”  
 
    Jack looked at Melinda, and there was no doubt in her eyes. They did not need rest, sleep, food, or drink. They needed to act.  
 
    “I want to start right now.” 
 
    There was only one thing to do first. Elena took Jack to the well of magic, and he recharged his blue sand crystal. This was very good, because it would allow him to cloak himself and Spark in his Invisibility spell when they took off.  
 
    The well itself was a strange construction, a square stone-walled structure with a hole in the ground at the center. There was a bored-looking guard standing at the entrance, but he didn’t spare Jack a second glance.  
 
    Jack crouched at the edge of the hole and held out his crystal over the glowing light that came up from it. “This is an entrance to the demon realm?” he asked Elena quietly. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, we’re not sure what it is. Some construct created by the Black Hand, we think. You can’t draw large amounts of power from it, and there’s no suggestion that it’s a gateway to anywhere.”  
 
    As they walked back, Jack raised the only part of the plan that he had a problem with. “I don’t know where there are any entrances to the demon realm,” he said. “Not in this world at least. In the Noonlands, there is one place I can think of, but it seems like it would be too risky to try to transport the power all the way back there. And anyway, I don’t know how I would get back to the Noonlands, since the Grand portal was closed behind us.”  
 
    “The Grand portal is activated by a machine that sits in a building in the coastal town that you passed,” Elena said. “When the time comes, it’ll not be too difficult to get back there and reopen it so you can get back through. But there’s no need to go back to the Noonlands to find a demon realm entrance. One of the problems with the use of the demon realms as a source is that it opens up entrances randomly all around the city. We have contacts among the guards, and they let us know where new entrances have spawned. There’s one on the hilltop just outside the city currently. The council usually send mages to close them, but they’ve been keeping that one open and capturing the demons that find their way through. I hear they’re using them in some experiment or other.”  
 
    The Nightvale mages truly were ruthless. They would use anything, even the tortured, demon-entrapped souls of the dead, to gain an advantage.  
 
    “Once you’ve got the mana from the crystal on the tower, head to that hill. It’s the only big hill near the city, you can’t miss it. We’ve got a group heading there, and when they see you coming they’ll deal with the guards and give you an opening to get to the demon realm entrance. Then you can blast the mana through and complete the mission.”  
 
    “You make it sound so simple,” Jack said with a wry smile.  
 
    “It shouldn’t be too difficult,” Elena said. “But if things do go wrong, well, then we’ll just have to improvise. It’s worth the effort!”  
 
    “That’s true enough,” Jack said. “For a lot of this adventure, I’ve been guided by my own dungeon instincts. I have learned to trust them, and now more than any time before I feel that I’m on the right track.”  
 
    “That’s good,” she said with a smile, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get ready.”  
 
    Before an hour had passed Jack and Melinda were airborne on Spark again. Jack used a portion of the mana in the crystal to make himself, Spark, and Melinda invisible as they took off. Then, once they were airborne, he pulled the spell back and was relieved to see there was still a lot of mana left in the crystal.  
 
    “You sure about this?” Melinda asked him as they circled high above the city, waiting for the signal.  
 
    “The only bit I’m unsure about,” Jack admitted, “is my own ability to absorb that much power from the crystal and hold onto it. It’s not something I’ve ever done before. My mana pool has been the only mana storage I’ve ever used, and the power I’ve drawn before now—for example from this crystal—has not been stored. But I do have untapped potential in my dungeon aspect, that’s for sure. Once I get there and start to absorb the mana from the big storage crystal, I think I will know how to do it.”  
 
    “Let’s hope so!” Melinda said with a laugh.  
 
    They held position in the air above the city, watching the square with the well far below. They had been there for about an hour when things started to move. In the streets around the square they saw groups of people moving toward the well in groups of two and three. Jack risked getting a little closer to see what was happening. He was relying on the murky gloom Nightvale had to offer to hide them from view. It seemed to be working.  
 
    “There,” Melinda said suddenly. “That’s the signal.”  
 
    A great rolling boom went up from the area near the well, and immediately guards began to rush in from the surrounding streets. There was a flash, a purple blaze of light that was the agreed-upon signal to Jack that the attack had begun.  
 
    From below, they heard the clash of swords and bright flames flare up in all different colors as magical combat began to be added to the melee.  
 
    “Let’s go, Spark,” Jack said. “This is it.”  
 
    Spark wheeled around and began to climb, gaining height as he sped toward the king’s castle. In the city below the sounds of fighting intensified, and there was a smell of smoke. The rebels had long planned an action like this, and they had many fires and explosive magical devices set up around the city. Now, they were using all of them.  
 
    A bell began to clang from down below, then another and another. Soon the air was full of the ringing of alarm bells. The smoke from the burnings below stung their eyes.  
 
    They pushed on, flying through the rising haze as the castle loomed up before them.  
 
    “Let’s gain some height, Spark, then come down on the tower from above,” Jack said to the dragon. Immediately, Spark climbed higher, the city below seeming to spin and tilt beneath them.  
 
    Jack looked from side to side and saw the whole of the land of Nightvale spread out below him. The sea was a dark, threatening green and the land rose abruptly from its endless churning mass. Myrall city clung to the edge of the coast, but inland there were no green valleys and forested hills like there were in the Noonlands. Nightvale was a land of gray rock and black earth, a brutal, cold land, blasted with generations of magic.  
 
    This was the land of the great war of ages ago, the land of the exile of the aether gods, the land where Lachlan Woe had fought and saved his people from the rebellious Azhoth, many lifetimes ago. The land where corruption had overtaken the king and his councilors. The land that Jack was going to save from that corruption.  
 
    “There’s the crystal tower!” Jack said, pointing downward. Far below, the pulsing blue glow of the enormous mana store shone out through the haze of Nightvale’s constant gloom. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    As they began to descend, circling down toward the castle, Jack reached into his own mana pool and found the red armor and black sword of Azhoth. “Melinda,” he said. “I’m going to Enhance you.”  
 
    “Do it,” she said grimly, holding on to him around the waist.  
 
    He cast the spell, using the red armor as an Enhancement spell, and sending it to Melinda first. There was a satisfying click, click, click, and he looked over his shoulder to see that Melinda was now dressed in armor that was all her own. It was red and black, and though it was gracefully designed and similarly constructed to the suit of armor Jack had absorbed back in the Shadow Tower, it was all her own. Clearly, this magic had an effect that was tied to the user and adapted itself to their traits and needs.  
 
    Jack grinned. He was about to cast the spell on himself as well when something unexpected happened.  
 
    Melinda’s armor sprouted wings.  
 
    The wings were huge. At first they appeared to be made of feathers but on closer inspection Jack saw that the feathers were made from beaten red gold. They spread suddenly about her and caught the updraft, lifting her unexpectedly from her place on Spark’s back.  
 
    “No!” Jack screamed, clawing after her—but it was all right. She wobbled for a moment in the air and then hovered, the wings beating behind her as she looked at Jack, her eyes glowing and her grin stretching from ear to ear.  
 
    “I can fly!” she said. “The armor gives me the power of flight!”  
 
    Jack laughed in disbelief and amazement. “Are you using mana?” he asked.  
 
    “Nope!” she replied. “The suit seems to have its own power, and it doesn’t need any of mine! Try it yourself!”    
 
    Jack cast the spell on himself. Spark had ceased to dive, and they now hovered high above the crystal tower.  
 
    Since Jack already had a suit of magical armor, he Enhanced that suit rather than just casting the spell on its own. The results were every bit as satisfying as Melinda’s. He found himself clad from neck to toe in red plate armor that felt light but incredibly strong. And then, just as had happened for Melinda, a pair of enormous wings sprouted from the armor and spread out behind him.  
 
    Jack laughed in amazement, and Spark roared in delight. Taking a deep breath, Jack stood up on Spark’s back and accessed the wings with his magical awareness. They locked into his mana pool, and he found he could direct his power of flight as easily as he could have clenched his hand into a fist.  
 
    With a whoop of delight, Jack summoned his spear. It appeared in his hand with a flurry of magic light and flapping pendants, and lightning crackled around the tip. Melinda drew her sword, and flame rushed up and down the blade.  
 
    Then Jack cast the Black Sword of Azhoth enchantment on both weapons.  
 
    The effect was spectacular. The weapons grew in size, and dark shadows wrapped around them like living things. Red light shone from their blades, and Jack felt that there was immense power in his spear, just waiting to be tapped.  
 
    He hovered in the air opposite Melinda, and Spark swooped around them, grinning his fierce dragon grin at their new abilities.  
 
    “This is how to do it!” Melinda crowed.  
 
    With a sudden gesture, she flung away the glamor that she had been holding onto, and her true warlock form was revealed. She was red and black, and her eyes glowed yellow as a panther’s. Even her teeth were red, and her long hair whipped out behind her as she held up her flaming, shadow-wreathed sword.  
 
    “To the tower!” Jack cried.  
 
    And with that, Jack the Aetherborn and Melinda, last apprentice of the red and the black, dived down toward the mana crystal of the Black Hand council of Nightvale.  
 
    The castle came rushing up to meet them. All was going well—and then suddenly it wasn’t.  
 
    As if from nowhere, a host of white shapes appeared below them. For a moment Jack couldn’t make out what they were, but then they resolved into the shape of humanoid figures. They were clad in billowing white robes. Like Melinda and Jack, they had huge wings, but their wings were gleaming as if they were made of beaten silver.  
 
    “Look out!” Melinda cried. She tried to slow her descent, but she was moving too fast and could not do so. In a moment, she was among them, and a moment later Spark and then Jack crashed into the midst of them.  
 
    Jack’s magic flashed, and a crowd of six fire wraiths appeared around him as he flew into the mass of the creatures. Up close, the white defenders had faces like statues of white marble. They were terrifyingly expressionless and yet it was clear that they saw and heard everything that was going on. They were armed with long silver swords, and they danced and fluttered around Melinda and Jack, hacking at them and beating at them with their wings.  
 
    Jack was glad of the armor, and of Spark. The dragon’s Hellfire roared out, incinerating a host of the white creatures, and yet there seemed no end of them. They burned, flared, and went out, tumbling as charred husks toward the ground.  
 
    Melinda slashed about herself, moving swiftly and using wings, blade, and armored limbs to defend herself.  
 
    Jack took out a potion from his belt that communicated Speed Boost to him. He grabbed it, then feinted backward out of the way of a defender’s slashing sword as he popped the cap off and swallowed the liquid in one gulp.  
 
    Speed rushed through him, and he charged again. Unused to the wings, he lurched into the press, swinging his spear about himself and blasting fire from his left hand as he fought his way toward Melinda.  
 
    No matter how many of the creatures he killed, more seemed to appear. Soon, he was fighting back-to-back with Melinda, and Spark was rushing in and out of the edge of the press, slashing with teeth and claws and blasting fountains of fire into their midst.  
 
    “Jack,” Melinda said. “You have to get down there. Spark and I will hold them. They won’t be expecting you to dive.”  
 
    “I can’t leave you!” he protested.  
 
    “You have to! The distraction won’t last for long. You need to get down there and do the job while there’s still time!”  
 
    Jack saw the sense in that. He dug deep into his mana pool and summoned more fire wraiths, leaving a group of ten of them with Melinda to fight the white monsters. Then, he desummoned his spear and dived.  
 
    As Melinda had predicted, the strange white defenders were caught unawares. There was a bolt of flame from above as Melinda used one of the offensive potions from her belt pouch, and Jack heard a roar as Spark blasted another wave of fire through them. Then he was approaching the crystal. 
 
    He looked up. He was not pursued! He had a few moments at least before he was noticed.  
 
    As he approached the crystal, the sheer power of the magic that was contained in it beat on his senses like a hammer. He forced himself closer. The crystal was taller than he was, an enormous, egg-shaped construction that was mounted in a great claw-shaped holder made of black stone. There was a narrow black stone ledge running around it, and Jack landed on this, forcing himself to calmness despite the roaring of the magic in his ears. 
 
    “I can to this,” he told himself. “Dungeon, we can do this. This is what we were made for! Aetherborn, don’t fail me now!”  
 
    He slammed both hands, palms outward, against the surface of the crystal.  
 
    Magic crashed through him like a lightning bolt. His pathways filled to overflowing in a moment, and then the dungeon part of him kicked in. The dungeon leaped up, like a fire given fresh air, and opened itself wide to the source of power. It was like a thirsty creature opening an enormous maw to a flow of water, and it roared with satisfaction at the huge feed it was now offered.  
 
    Jack’s human personality reeled within him, but he held himself steady. The dungeon, powerful and animal as it was, knew that it resided in Jack’s physical body and had no desire to kill him or drive him mad. He felt it carefully regulating the huge flow of magic past him, and soon he felt clear-headed and calm again.  
 
    “Dungeon,” he said. “That will do. Let me take control again now. You know it’s for the best.”  
 
    The dungeon within him flailed for a moment, gorged on power, but then relented. 
 
    “Yes,” it said slowly. “You are the Aetherborn. This is right…”  
 
    And with that, the dungeon ceased to be a separate entity. It subjugated itself completely to Jack’s will, and he stepped inside it.  
 
    He became the dungeon, but he did not lose himself.  
 
    It was as he was looking down on a rushing river, flowing into an enormous dam. Mana flowed and pooled into the dungeon part of Jack, and he saw now that this was the power, this was the key thing that separated dungeons from everyone and everything else. They could store more mana than any other being in the world. And he was one. He could store more mana than any other being in the world.  
 
    A glance up showed him the battle with the white beings in full swing. Wraiths and white defenders grappled in twisting tongues of fire, and black smoke filled the air around them. Spark dived and weaved, smashing the enemies aside with his great wings, tearing them asunder with his mighty black claws, and burning them to cinders with blasts of Hellfire from his jaws.  
 
    Melinda seemed to have gotten full control over her great wings. She twirled and spun as gracefully as a dancer, her red armor gleaming in the red and yellow light of the fires. Her sword was wreathed in shadows, and it seemed to Jack as he watched that the shadows leaped out from the sword, wrapping themselves about the necks and wings of the white defenders and pulling them out of the way.  
 
    The black shadows moved like tentacles, whipping around through the press. Jack saw them push the white defenders into the line of Spark’s flames, and realized as he watched that Melinda was actively directing them through her enemies. Her yellow eyes blazed as she fought, using all her magic to push back against the army of the white defenders.  
 
    All the time, as he watched, magic flowed in through him like water pouring into a mighty dam.  
 
    His hands tingled as the mana poured into him through the walls of the crystal. Just a few more minutes, and the process would be complete. As the mana poured in, the flow was increasing in speed without him doing anything to help it along. It seemed that the more mana he absorbed into the part of him that was the dungeon, the quicker the rest flowed in.  
 
    And then, as Melinda and Spark were entangled in the battle above him and he himself was concentrating on draining the mana from the crystal, the council of the Black Hand finally made their appearance.  
 
    They must have been aware of him from the start, and yet they did not show themselves immediately—there had only been the white defenders, who were probably a spell sent by them.  
 
    They came out of the windows of the tower, seven figures in black robes and with golden masks covering their features. Jack had seen their like before—back in the chamber on the Grand portal island near Yillin in the Noonlands, he and Melinda had fought such mages together and won. The blue magic that was wreathed around their palms and wrists shone out as they floated in the air below him.  
 
    Yes, they were floating. They had no wings, and no magical vector for their flight that Jack could see, and yet they hovered in the air as easily as he did. They formed a circle, seeming disinclined to attack him directly.  
 
    Jack reached out toward them with his magical awareness and found that they were very present to his senses. He could hear them, as clearly as if they were talking next to him in a quiet room.  
 
    “Beware the dragon above,” one said.  
 
    “Do not approach the Aetherborn. He seeks only power. Fear not, it will destroy him,” said another.  
 
    “Prepare the summoning,” a third said.  
 
    “No, do not summon yet. Do not break his connection with the crystal. If we do that, the reverberations may destroy the tower. Let him finish, let him believe he has won, and gained his end. Then we will capture him with the Devourer when he tries to return to the Noonlands. He does not know that the Grand portal has been closed. Once we’ve captured him and his companions, we will have them at our mercy.”  
 
    “Yes,” the others agreed. “The loss of the power in the crystal does not matter. We can rebuild it. This fool may take his mana. Soon we will have all the power of the demon realms forever at our disposal, and we will rule all the universes under our iron grip!”   
 
    The thoughts ran between the seven identical gold-masked figures almost as if they were one person. Jack was confident that they were not aware he was listening in.  
 
    They don’t know why I’m here, he thought. They have no idea what my purpose is. They just think I’m here to steal their hoarded mana. Maybe I’ll help them think that. 
 
    “Keep back!” he shouted at the eerie gold-masked figures. “I’ve just come for the magic. Let me drink my fill and I’ll let you live!”  
 
    He glanced upward. There seemed no end of the white defenders, but Spark and Melinda were holding their own and didn’t seem to need his help. Drawing on his mana pool, he summoned a group of fire wraiths to surround him. The wraiths held up their burning-clawed hands and breathed fire menacingly in the direction of the Black Hand mages.  
 
    “Very well, very well,” cried one of the mages in a muffled voice. “We will let you take the mana and then leave!”  
 
    Inside his head, Jack heard the mage communicating with his comrades. “The naive fool! As if he could kill us. But we must let him live. The amount of mana he’s consumed would cause chaos if he were killed. Stick to the plan, brothers!”  
 
    “The plan!” the others repeated, as if it were a magic spell. “Stick to the plan!”  
 
    “Now call off your defenders!” Jack cried. “Those white monstrosities that are attacking my friends. Call them off and let my friends come to me.”  
 
    “We’ll trap them and use them too,” the leader said, sending the thought to his comrades. Aloud, he cried, “Very well!” to Jack and held up a hand.  
 
    White and blue magic arced up like lightning from the mage’s hand. With a flurry of wings, the white defenders instantly gave up the attack, dropping back and taking a ready formation, their eerie faces as inscrutable and expressionless as ever.  
 
    Melinda glanced about in confusion, then looked Jack in the eyes. Spark seemed to pick up that something was going on too. Jack dared not send psychic communication to either of them, for fear of being heard the way he had heard the Black Hand mages. 
 
    “We’ve made a truce!” he called out loud. “These good mages have acceded to our demands and will allow me to drain the crystal as I wish, in exchange for their lives. Come here and stay near me while I finish!”  
 
    In truth, the flow of mana from the crystal was about done. Jack’s dungeon aspect was filled up with mana, but he did not feel heavy, nor did he feel overpowered like when Azhoth had given him some of his stored power. Then, Jack had felt like a deity himself. Now, he was keenly aware that the dungeon part of him had access to a huge well of power, but it was not directly affected by it. When the time came to make use of the power, he knew that he would be able to do it. Until then, nothing was different for him.  
 
    He was still Jack.  
 
    Jack kept his hands on the crystal, even though the flow had lessened to a last trickle. He wanted to give Melinda and Spark enough time to get close to him. Those white defenders were still at the ready, and though he and his friends had managed to fend them off once, Jack didn’t feel like fighting them and all seven mages of the council of the Black Hand at the same time.  
 
    He was not here to fight mages. He had a job to do.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once his friends were close, Jack glared at the mages. “I’m leaving now,” he said. “You’re going to stay right here. If not, I’ll use some of this fat crop of magic I’ve just harvested to blast you all to bits, got that?”  
 
    The mages did not speak, but the one who seemed to be in the lead nodded his head. “We understand. You may leave. Your power is unmatched, and we will not stop you. We only ask that you leave us in peace.”  
 
    Melinda’s eyes showed Jack that she didn’t trust this, but he didn’t dare try to share more just now.  
 
    “Very well,” he said. 
 
    Carefully, he disengaged himself from the empty crystal. The mana in his dungeon aspect swirled, and now he did feel some heaviness, some presence of the huge amount of mana that was there. It was rather like carrying an over-full mug—fine if you keep steady and don’t think too much about it, but dangerous if you make any sudden movements.  
 
    “Come, my friends,” he said to Spark and Melinda, then beat his great wings and flew away from the crystal. As he climbed, he saw something coming from the direction of the city—it was a crowd of flying soldiers, groups of twenty figures flying in formation and carrying huge crossbow-like weapons.  
 
    A glance behind him showed the mages moving in his direction, not fast, but fast enough to show that they had not entirely lost interest in him. The white defenders hovered above the tower.  
 
    “Did you get it?” Melinda asked urgently. They were out of earshot, but Jack suspected these mages of having the ability to hear across further distances than normal people.  
 
    “Yes,” he said loudly. “Now we must get back to the portal and go home to the Noonlands!”  
 
    As he spoke out loud, he reached across the gap between them and touched her wrist. Quicker than thought, Jack communicated to her all that had happened. How the mages planned to capture them as they tried to leave for the Noonlands, and how they didn’t have any idea of their true purpose.  
 
    Her eyes opened wide as she listened, and finally she nodded once. They folded their wings together and alighted gently onto Spark’s back. The dragon poured his own magic into the power of flight, and soon they were speeding away across the city.  
 
    “The distraction worked,” Jack said, once they were well away. “Did you see those units of soldiers? There’s more where they came from, I’ll bet. I’m glad we didn’t have to deal with them as well as those creepy white statue creatures.”  
 
    “Me too,” Melinda said. “So, what now? We head in the direction of where the Grand portal was, then veer off to our true objective?”  
 
    “I can’t see how else we can do it,” Jack said grimly. “They think we’re unaware that the Grand portal has closed. If that was true, we’d head back to where we came in with all speed.”  
 
    “They’re following us,” Melinda said quietly.  
 
    Jack looked over his shoulder, and saw there that the units of flying soldiers were indeed moving in the same direction as Jack and his friends. The white defenders were there, too, and below them, in a little knot, flew the mages of the Black Hand.  
 
    “That can’t be helped,” Jack said. “Look down. It looks as if there are some ground forces following us, too.”  
 
    In the outskirts of the city below them, snaking columns of men were moving through the streets, hurrying northward.  
 
    “What’s that?” Melinda said, pointing to the left.  
 
    “It looks like some kind of transportation,” Jack said. “That’s interesting. There are rails, and carriages on the rails, but no horses to pull them.”  
 
    They watched as the soldiers climbed onto the carriages below. There was a clanking sound, and the soldiers’ transports began to move off. They got up to speed and rattled away up the coast.  
 
    “They must have a network of these carriages on rails,” Jack said, “powered by magic. They’re sending those soldiers north to the town where we landed.”  
 
    “As Elena said, there’s a machine at that town that will generate another Grand portal through to the Noonlands.”  
 
    “Yeah, and they’ll be wanting to get there and stop us using it.”  
 
    “The mages don’t care that you could destroy all the soldiers all with the mana you’ve harvested?”  
 
    Jack shook his head. “I don’t think those mages care about anyone or anything but themselves. I suspect that if we were tangled up in combat with a bunch of soldiers it would give them the opening they need to deploy whatever trap they want to use, trapping us and regaining most if not all of their stolen mana, and leaving their plan to contain and use the demon realms unchallenged.”  
 
    “So what do we do?” Melinda asked.  
 
    Jack pointed. Off in the distance to their right, on the outskirts of the city, there was a single, tall, black hill. Lights shone at the top of it. “That over there must be the hill Elena spoke about, where there is an entrance to the demon realm. We go there, as fast as we can, and we finish the job. After that…”  
 
    In truth, he didn’t know what came next. Once the source of the Black Hands’ power was destroyed, what would happen in Nightvale was anyone’s guess. Would the magical machinery still work? Would they be able to open a Grand portal and get back home? Or would they have to sacrifice their own lives to get the job done? 
 
    There was no point agonizing over it. Melinda seemed to pick up on his thoughts and put her arms around him, squeezing him gently.  
 
    “Whatever happens,” she said, “I’m glad I’m here with you.”  
 
    Jack wheeled the dragon to the right and they headed for the far hill. “Time for some Enhancement, Spark,” Jack said. Using his magical connection to the dragon, he reached for his mana pool and drew upon it, connecting to Spark and sending an Enhancement of dungeon magic to the dragon. It was just a little, drawn from the enormous well that was collected in the dungeon aspect of himself, but he fed it into Spark and felt the dragon surge forward with new speed and power.  
 
    “They’ve seen we’re changing course,” Melinda said, looking over her shoulder. “The Black Hand mages and the white defenders, they’re all in pursuit!”  
 
    Jack did not look. He leaned low over Spark’s back and spoke to him through his mind. “Go on, boy,” he said. “This is it, the last effort! Let’s make it happen!”  
 
    The wind blasted past them so strongly that the tears streamed from Jack’s eyes and he had to turn his head downward to be able to breathe. Melinda clung to him, her head pressed into his back. Below them, the city sped past at an incredible rate, buildings, lights, and towers all blurring into one indistinct mass.  
 
    Jack couldn’t turn his head to see the pursuit, but he stretched his magical awareness out to see if he could catch where his enemies were. Distantly, he heard agitated chatter from the Black Hand mages. They were far away, but there was something else, something up ahead. 
 
    A deep, low rumbling in the aether, a sound only audible through the magical awareness. Jack strained to listen, and recognized it. The Devourer. It was the sound that the Devourer made. His enemy was up ahead, awaiting him.  
 
    Of course! Jack thought. The Devourer can travel quicker than anyone else. We’ve outrun these mages by enhancing Spark with speed, but we’ve not outrun the Devourer. Nobody can outrun the Devourer. 
 
    The hill sped up to meet them and Spark slowed enough for Jack and Melinda to sit up and look around themselves again. Behind, the white defenders were a distant pale smudge against the gloomy sky, and the Black Hand mages could not be seen at all.  
 
    On the hill below, a tent had been set up, the kind of big, elaborate canvas structure that might house a general on a battlefield. There was a group of men standing around the tent, armed with spears and shields and wearing gleaming armor.  
 
    “There is no sign of any of the rebels,” Melinda said.  
 
    “They may have been held up in the city,” Jack replied. “Or we may have beaten them to it. I think we’ll have to carry on without their help.”  
 
    He looked back to the guards by the tent on the hill below. Beside the guards stood a tall figure in black robes, with fire gleaming in his hands—a Black Hand mage. And next to him stood the one who had troubled Jack’s thoughts since that fateful day on the hilltop in the Noonlands.  
 
    Big as a house, layer upon layer of iron and gold, glowing with a power and malice that bordered on madness, he awaited them. The Devourer.  
 
    And he saw them coming.  
 
    Jack felt the spell coming—he lifted a hand and drew on his own mana pool to deflect it with Resist Magic. It was the same spell as before, the Petrification spell that would have encased them all in stone.  
 
    He felt the impact, but it rolled off them like water rolling round a stone in a river. Spark wobbled a little, but he continued his descent. Jack reached out into the aether and caught at the Devourer’s spell.  
 
    It nearly slipped his grasp, but then he had it, and he absorbed it as quickly as he could. With a shout, he flung it out again, aiming it at the soldiers.  
 
    At the last moment, the Black Hand mage on the hill realized what was happening and cast his own Resist Magic barrier. He was a little too late. The Petrification spell manifested as a blast of white and green light, curving out from Jack’s hands like a blast of fire.  
 
    Most of it smashed into the Black Hand mage’s barrier, slipping across it and dispersing. But a good portion of it slipped past the mage’s spell and hit the soldiers. Jack saw a group of the men, spears raised, suddenly covered in the same gray coating that Melinda and Spark had been.  
 
    They froze, still as statues.  
 
    Melinda leaped from Spark’s back, her wings expanding. Spark wheeled around, coming down to pass ten feet above the heads of their enemies. He raised his head, ready to blast Hellfire at them, but Jack stopped him. Even now, he didn’t want to have the deaths of the soldiers on his conscience. They had done nothing to him.  
 
    Instead, he channeled the Petrification spell into Spark’s fire. 
 
    “This works!” Spark said with astonishment in Jack’s mind. “You can change my spell!”  
 
    Pleased with this discovery, Spark twisted and blasted the spell at the remaining soldiers. This time, the Black Hand mage did not have a chance to cast a deflecting spell—Melinda was at ground level, tackling him with her flaming sword. Tendrils of smokey shadow reached out and around the mage, tangling his knees and wrapping his neck.  
 
    The mage was backing off. His hastily conjured fire was no match for Melinda’s red armor. It merely reflect the flicker of the mage’s fire, and was left undamaged.  
 
    Melinda was in full warlock mode now, her red and black skin flickering in the light of the flames. One side of the big tent had caught fire. The flames licked lazily up the thick fabric.  
 
    “Now’s your chance,” Spark said to him. “You ready?”  
 
    Jack reached to his belt and pulled out a Strength potion. He downed it in one, feeling  the hot rush of magic through is limbs as his strength was increased beyond the strength of any normal man. 
 
    The he cast Resist Magic on himself.  
 
    “That’s it,” he said to Spark. “Take me over the top of the tent.”  
 
    Spark wheeled, climbed, and then slowed a moment as he passed over the great tent.  
 
    Jack leaped from the dragon’s back, and Spark charged away, flames bursting from his mouth as he rushed to tackle the Devourer and keep him away from Jack.  
 
    Jack activated his wings and stopped just above the roof of the tent. His spear appeared in his hand, and with one swift slash he cut a hole in the fabric. Then he folded his wings and descended into the tent.  
 
    It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. He glanced around. The tent was full of smoke and flickering light, and there was a rank smell from the burning of the thick fabric. His eyes stung.  
 
    Where was the demon realm entrance?  
 
    From outside, the sounds of fighting reached his ears. He heard the Devourer’s muffled bellowing, and the roaring of Spark as the dragon tackled the Devourer and held him off. There was a clash of steel, a shout from the mage, a crackle of magic, and the sound of Melinda’s voice yelling taunts and challenges.  
 
    And then he saw the entrance to the demon realm.  
 
    It was close to the ground, and that was why he had not seen it at first. That and the fact that from a certain angle, it became almost invisible. But once he’d caught sight of it, he could not unsee it.  
 
    The entrance to the demon realm was a hole, ripped in the fabric of reality as if a claw had rent the very stuff of the universe asunder. The edges were ragged, hanging like torn fabric in the air. It was long, six feet at least, and it opened in roughly the shape of an eye, four feet tall in the middle and tapering down to an edge on each side.  
 
    Jack dropped into a crouch and looked in.  
 
    Inside there was a vision of horror. Demons were clustered around the entrance so thickly that nothing could be seen but their many-colored, blotched flesh. Eyes glared and teeth gnashed, and there was a muffled cacophony of roaring and wailing that reached him through the entrance as if through a thick pane of glass.  
 
    When they saw him, they pressed ever closer. They swiped their black claws at the entrance and pressed their teeth and their long tongues against it, but there was something there, some barrier that they could not pass.  
 
    Jack calmed his mind and used his magical awareness to reach out to the entrance and feel out the magic that was there. Sure enough, there was a spell in place, a barrier spell that stopped the demons from getting through. It would also stop anything from going in to the demon realm.  
 
    That’s going to require careful balancing, he thought. I’ll need to break the barrier spell, and as soon as I do those demons are going to come through like water from a burst dam. I’ll need to force them back and clear a bit of space, then fire my stored mana through the portal.  
 
    He stood, then summoned Enhanced monsters to defend him while he went about his task. Rock trolls with the power of Resist Magic, ice wraiths with Speed, and armored skeletons with Strength made a solid defensive wall against the influx of the demons.  
 
    Jack reached out to the barrier spell and was about to break it when there was a crashing noise from outside, a muffled roaring, and then the tent flap was torn aside. The enormous figure of the Devourer lumbered into the room.  
 
    The Devourer was a picture of horror. He had been battered by Spark’s Hellfire, and he was much the worse for wear from his fight. One iron-clad arm hung limp at his side, the iron and gold running together and melting in the flames. He was still burning—the Hellfire spell had stuck to him somehow and flames licked up his armor and flowed around his fanged helmet. 
 
    Thick black smoke streamed from him, and the flames seemed to be melting the plates of his armor even as he strode into the tent. The fire caught the rest of the fabric of the tent as he entered, rippling up the inside of the structure with quick, searching fingers.  
 
    The Devourer’s head was wreathed in smoke and flame. He had lost his black iron club and only his right arm was working. He limped toward Jack, bellowing like an injured beast and tracking flames across the roof of the tent as he did.  
 
    He stuck his iron, flame-wreathed fist out toward Jack. Jack knew that if that hand got a grip on him the Devourer’s dungeon-eating magic would burrow into his soul like a parasite and suck the life and the power out of him at a stroke. All would have been for nothing.  
 
    There was no time to plan, no time to wonder what would happen. In the moment he had left before the Devourer reached him, Jack used a blast of raw power from his mana pool to smash through the barrier spell that held the entrance to the demon realm closed. 
 
    Demons rushed into the tent through the opening. The demons hurtled into the small space, colliding with Jack’s monsters and smashing into the Devourer. The Devourer turned his head toward the demon realm entrance, roaring with frustration at being held back from Jack.  
 
    Jack leaped backward. He sprang to his feet, preparing a blast of stone magic as he directed his summoned monsters to form a barrier between himself and the Devourer.  
 
    The tent was well ablaze now, and through the choking haze and the bright flames it was hard to see what was going on. Jack readied his blast of stone elemental magic and peered through the press. The Devourer was being swamped by the demons!  
 
    Jack’s monsters formed an impassable barrier, holding a semi-circle around Jack and smashing the demons back if they tried to come that way. Not caring what they attacked, so long as they attacked something, the demons went for the easier target—the Devourer. 
 
    The Devourer’s huge form was suddenly crawling with demons. They didn’t care about the scorching flames of Hellfire that burned them, or about the Devourer’s massive right fist that grabbed and crushed them. For every one that was destroyed, two new ones leaped onto him, tearing at his armor with teeth and claws.  
 
    Jack conjured Stone. A wall of rock leaped up next to the Devourer, and Jack swept his hand through the air, directing the wall to slam into him.  
 
    The impact sent the Devourer tottering onto his damaged left side. He staggered and fell. Jack leaped forward, taking the opportunity. With all the strength of his potion-boosted limbs, he leaped past his own summoned monsters, grabbed the Devourer’s foot and shoved him toward the demon realm entrance.  
 
    Claws, long tongues, and ravenous mouths reached through the entrance and dragged the Devourer in.  
 
    Jack’s spear was in his hand and his monsters leaped to his side. He spun, cutting down demons on every side and herding them back toward the entrance with Fire, Water, and Stone spells that blasted from his hands.  
 
    On the other side of the entrance, there was a space. Beyond the crowded demons Jack could see the sulfurous yellow sky and the red mountains of the demon realm. The demons had stopped coming in. They were busy with the Devourer for the moment which bought Jack a little time. With a blast of magic and a sweep of his spear, he took out a few more of the demons in the tent. Once the tent was clear of demons, he would use his mana to blast through the entrance and destroy the demon realm as planned. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a shout from behind him and he looked over to see Melinda racing into the burning tent, her flaming sword in her hand and her red and black hair plastered with sweat to her forehead. She stabbed her blade through a nearby demon and then leaped forward.  
 
    “Jack!” she cried breathlessly. “Is it done? 
 
    “Almost!” he said.  
 
    He glanced around. Four of his monsters had been killed, but five remained. Jack passed his spear through a demon and hit another with a blast of fire, then glanced around. For the moment, the tent was clear.  
 
    “The mage?” he asked.  
 
    “Dead,” Melinda said shortly. “I killed him. But Spark is wounded.”  
 
    Cold fear cut through Jack’s belly at her words, but there was no time for that. He had to gather the harvested mana and blast the demon realm asunder. He reached for the dungeon aspect of himself and accessed the store.  
 
    The mana rushed toward his hands, but it took a moment. There was so much of it that it didn’t leap from his hands with as much ease as a regular spell—he had to stabilize the flow. He caught his breath and forced himself to slowly calm down, and soon found his equilibrium. Fire raged around him and the mana finally flooded toward his hands.  
 
    “Noooooo!” screamed a voice. Jack looked toward the tent flap. It was the Black Hand mage!      
 
    The mage staggered in, his right hand clutching at his chest and his left extended. A spell crackled around his fingers. His face was pale and drawn and covered in blood.  
 
    “I killed you!” Melinda said.  
 
    “Apparently not, fool!” the mage cackled. “Your evil plan has been revealed, but you’ll never succeed! Elimination!”  
 
    A crackling blue and white spell flared from the mage’s hand. Jack braced for impact—but the spell was not meant for him. The Black Hand mage’s last purpose was not to hurt Jack, but to close the demon realm entrance so that Jack could not destroy it.  
 
    The spell flashed toward the entrance to the demon realm. Jack had a last glimpse of the demons crawling over the felled form of the Devourer, and then the entrance knit up and closed. It was as if it had never been.   
 
    “I’ve done it!” the Black Hand mage croaked. “You will never destroy the demon realms now!” The Black Hand mage fell forward on his face and lay still. With a wrenching effort, Jack stopped the flow of mana from his dungeon, forcing it back down into storage. The effort made his head spin and black specks dance before his eyes.  
 
    He blinked to clear them. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” he cried to Melinda.  
 
    Horror was on her face, but she obeyed. Together, they rushed from the burning tent with Jack’s remaining monsters in tow. As they exited, the tent collapsed in on itself in a heap of burning wood and canvas. There was a whoosh and a shower of flame and sparks rushing up into the sky. 
 
    Jack looked around. Nearby, Spark the dragon lay on the ground. His flank was bloodied, and there was a long wound there that oozed ominously. He lay with his head on the ground, breathing heavily.  
 
    Jack rushed to his side and dropped to his knees, putting his hands out and cradling his giant head.  
 
    “I’m all right,” Spark said to him in his mind, trying to reassure him.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jack said. The wound was deep and long, and the rocky ground was soaked in blood.  
 
    He reached to his belt and found what he was looking for—a potion that he’d noticed earlier called Extreme Healing. He glanced at the bottle. It was big, almost filling his hand, and the liquid inside was a livid green.  
 
    “Take this,” Jack said to Spark, and the dragon obediently lifted his head and allowed Jack to pour the thick, glowing green potion down his throat.  
 
    He was such a big creature, and the magic that had created him was so unusual, that Jack was worried the potion might not work on him. Relief flooded over Jack as Spark’s wound glowed green. Light ran up and down the edges and glowed from inside it. As he watched, the ragged edges of the wound closed up. There was a last flash of green light and all trace of the terrible wound was gone.  
 
    “Jack,” Melinda said, “look down there.”  
 
    Not far from the bottom of the hill, a large group of soldiers were gathering. They were organizing themselves into units, blocks of men with shields and spears, and units of archers taking their places behind the spearmen.  
 
    “Spark,” Jack said. “How do you feel? Can you make yourself small again?”  
 
    The dragon grunted. “I feel exhausted,” he said in Jack’s mind, “but I can make myself small. What will you do?”  
 
    “I’ll carry you,” Jack said firmly. “Melinda and I have the power of flight now, so you don’t need to worry about the burden.”  
 
    Jack didn’t mention that though they had the power of flight, they might not be able to match Spark’s speed, and speed might be crucial. But there was clearly nothing for it—Spark was no longer in danger, but he was in no fit state to carry Jack and Melinda.  
 
    With a rippling wave of light across his body, Spark shrunk himself to the size of a kitten. Jack picked him up and placed him inside his armor. The tiny dragon slipped down into his shirt, settling down with all his dragon’s heat next to Jack’s chest and his tail wrapped around Jack’s shoulders to keep him securely in place. 
 
    Together, Jack and Melinda looked down over the hillside. Jack narrowed his eyes and chewed his lip.  
 
    “They’ve diverted their troop movements,” he said. “Look over there, it’s one of the transport carriages we saw earlier. They’ve moved their whole army over here to tackle us now. We can use that to our advantage.” 
 
    “How?” Melinda said disbelievingly, staring down at what were easily hundreds of soldiers taking up position. 
 
    “We need to get back to the Noonlands. Our only hope is to return to the port town where we started, find the machine that generates the Grand portal, and activate it. I’ve still got the key, so there should be no problem doing that.”  
 
    “But then what?” she asked. “We’ve failed in our mission, and the demon realms still exist!”  
 
    “There’s still the elf’s entrance,” Jack said.  
 
    She looked at him uncomprehendingly.   
 
    “Don’t you remember? The renegade elf we fought, when we rescued those adventurers. He had opened a gateway into the demon realms. There’s no reason to think that it’s closed between then and now, but we can say almost for certain that the Nightvale mages don’t know anything about it. That’s where we’ll finish the job.”  
 
    Her face lit up with sudden hope. “And that’s how this can be turned to our advantage!” she said. “They don’t know what’s happened here, and they’re waiting until they have their full forces gathered before they attack. If we leave here now, they won’t know where we’ve gone for some time.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Jack said. “And because we’re not flying on Spark, we can slip off unnoticed and buy ourselves a little time. Come on.” 
 
    They jogged away from the burning tent and off to the other side of the hill. Then they activated their wings and flew low to the ground, heading north. After they’d covered some distance, they started flying higher, so they could get a look around.  
 
    “That looks like the place,” Jack said, pointing. “See there, where there’s a cluster of lights by the coastline?”  
 
    Melinda shaded her eyes with her hand. “Yeah, I think you’re right,” she said. “Come on, let’s get ourselves over there.”  
 
    They flew in that general direction. It was dark and gloomy, as it always was in Nightvale, but there seemed no sign of pursuit so far.  
 
    “I wish Lachlan had taught me the trick of opening demon realm entrances,” Melinda said with a laugh. “Then there would be no need for any of this.”  
 
    Jack chuckled. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Now that the Devourer has been ended, I feel easier in my mind. If we can find this portal machine, that’s the most important thing. Come on, let’s see if I can boost our speed, then let’s get through to the Noonlands and finish what we’ve started.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack drew on his own mana while he reached for a potion. There was a Speed potion here, but instead of swallowing it he reached out with his magical awareness and absorbed the spell infused in the potion.  
 
    The Speed Enhancement was a simple one, not requiring much mana to cast and lasting for a good long time. Jack poured mana from his pool through the spell and applied it to Melinda and himself.  
 
    It took immediate effect. Melinda let out a whoop of sheer enjoyment as she lowered her head and folded in her wings, extending her arms out ahead of her like a swimmer. Jack did the same, and together the two of them blasted forward through the air. 
 
    The wings on Jack’s back were vectors for the flight magic, not the cause of flight themselves, and so Jack was able to keep them close to his back, so they wouldn’t catch the air. He zoomed forward like a missile, enjoying the feeling of magic coursing through his body as he followed Melinda toward the village where they had first entered Nightvale.  
 
    A rare shaft of sunlight broke through the clouds as they approached the village. There were a few ships in the bay still, and a lighthouse sitting on an outthrust limb of land that jutted out into the rough waters. The houses in the village were strange to Jack’s eyes. They were small, squat buildings of gray stone with flat roofs. The roads that ran between them were wide. Carts—this time with horses pulling them—moved slowly up and down the roads.  
 
    A set of gleaming metal rails stretched inland from one side of the town, and there was a yard on the outskirts of the town that looked like it served as a drop-off point for this strange method of transport. To Jack’s relief, there did not seem to be any soldiers there.  
 
    “It’s as I thought,” he said to Melinda. “They diverted all their troops to the hill once they realized what our true objective was.”  
 
    “That doesn’t mean that they’ll stop pursuing us now, though,” she said.  
 
    “It’s true. They’ll still want to catch us, I’m sure. Let’s find this portal machine.”  
 
    “How are you going to do it?” she asked.  
 
    Jack grinned. “The original and best way,” he said, raising a hand and casting Guiding Light.  
 
    The spell flickered quickly into life and immediately a silver line appeared, extending from Jack’s hand down to the lighthouse out on the point. “There,” he said, pointing. “It’s in that lighthouse.” 
 
    “I can’t see the line,” Melinda said.  
 
    Jack raised his eyebrows. “Interesting. Before, the spell had a line that was visible to both of us, now it’s reverted so that only I can see it. The magic must realize our need for stealth.”  
 
    They flew across the town and out toward the lighthouse. According to Jack’s spell, the machine was housed in the top room, along with the lamp that would guide ships into the port. As they approached, they heard a shout.  
 
    For a moment they could not tell where it was coming from, but then they saw the source. There was a man in the crow’s nest of one of the ships keeping lookout, and he had sighted them. The shout was taken up by the people of the village, and someone rushed out of the door at the bottom of the lighthouse, looking up at Jack and Melinda as they approached.  
 
    “A Black Hand mage!” Jack said as he saw the distinctive black robes and gold mask of the figure below. “We’d better get in there and get to work!”  
 
    The lighthouse was a tall, white, circular tower, with a big glass-fronted turret ringed by a narrow fenced balcony at the top. They landed on the balcony and soon found the entrance. 
 
    “It’s over here,” he said. There was a small, iron-framed doorway on the opposite side from the sea. It was locked, but a swift kick from Jack’s armored foot broke the lock and he and Melinda strode inside.  
 
    The Black Hand mage appeared just as they entered. He stuck his head up through the hatchway and glared at them through his gold mask, but he retreated again quickly enough when Melinda turned on him with blazing eyes and sword drawn.  
 
    “I don’t want any trouble!” he squeaked.  
 
    “Then keep yourself downstairs!” Melinda yelled at him.  
 
    “All right! All right!” the mage replied. “But you won’t find anything of use here. The machine has been deactivated and you need a key. I don’t have it!”  
 
    “But I do,” Jack muttered.  
 
    In the middle of the space there were two objects. One was an enormous, oversized oil lamp with a huge wick. It was lit, but the wick had been retracted to the point where the flame was nothing but a lick of blue. This was close to the glass and would send a bright light out through the darkness when the wick was raised at night. 
 
    It was the smaller object next to it that interested Jack. It was a little box of made of red crystal, and several large golden gears and levers whirred promisingly inside. Gold runes gleamed on each face of the crystal in the pale light of Nightvale’s grimy daylight. 
 
    It was the Grand portal generator.  
 
    Melinda kept an eye on the Black Hand mage—who was now thoroughly intimidated and was not moving—as Jack hurried to the portal machine and pulled out his silver key. He ran a hand across the gold runes and held the key up to them until he found the right one, then slipped it in.  
 
    Immediately, the set of options he had been expecting appeared.  
 
      
 
    Key Status: Unique 
 
    Portal Status: Disabled (temporary)  
 
    Portal option: Enable portal 
 
    Portal option: Disable portal (permanent) 
 
    Portal option: Self-Destruct portal (warning: blast radius)  
 
      
 
    Jack immediately activated the Enable portal option. The gears whirred inside and the crystal glowed, and then away over the water, perhaps a quarter mile from where he stood, Jack saw a welcome sight—the Grand portal, shining bright red over the gray water.  
 
    “What’ll we do about him?” Melinda asked, indicating the Black Hand mage who still cowered on the stairs.  
 
    Jack thought for a moment, and then he chuckled. “How about we don’t do anything?”  
 
    He stooped and picked up the red crystal box with the whirring gears, tucking it under one arm. “Instead of worrying about him, we’ll just take this with us.”  
 
    “Weird things might happen if we try to go through carrying the generator,” Melinda said.  
 
    “I think so too,” Jack said. “But I don’t plan to take it through. Come on.” 
 
    Melinda nodded, and they launched themselves off the edge of the balcony and flew toward the portal. People on the chock-full ships in the bay pointed up at them and cried out, but there were no flying projectiles this time. They flew toward the portal unchallenged.  
 
    Once they got near it, Jack climbed up high above the sea and looked around, gazing back at the land.  
 
    “You see what I’m seeing?” he said, pointing back.  
 
    “No pursuit,” Melinda said with a nod. “Think they’ve given up?”  
 
    “Either that or they’ve just not been able to keep up,” Jack said. “Come on, let’s get right to the edge of the portal’s sphere of influence.” 
 
    They dropped down until they reached it. They hung still, feeling the portal’s magnetic pull and pushing back against it with their flight magic. The water was fifty feet below them, gray waves topped with white foaming breakers.  
 
    “What’s your plan?” Melinda asked.  
 
    Jack smiled and held up the box. “This is hollow, and it’s remarkably light, but it’s also very strong. This is my plan.”  
 
    With a twist of his flight magic, he swooped down to the waves and placed the portal generator on the surface of the waves. As he had expected, it sank to about half its height and then floated there, serenely bobbing on the choppy surface of the sea.  
 
    Melinda was laughing as he came back up to the level of the portal. “No one will find it there,” she said, “and so they won’t be able to deactivate it, even if they have another key. Looking for that box on the sea would be like looking for a needle in a haystack!”  
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping,” Jack said. “Come on. Let’s get back to the Noonlands.”  
 
    They dived through the portal. As they approached, the runes and bright lights around the edges of the huge red disk flashed and gleamed, and there was a loud rumbling sound as the magic kicked in. They felt the rushing sensation as they were drawn into the portal, and a moment later they appeared just above the water, with the coast of the Noonlands up ahead and the towers of Yillin city peeking out from the hills beyond the coastline.  
 
    “We did it!” Melinda said. “We made it through! And even if for some reason the elf’s gateway to the demon realm is closed, we can return to Lachlan and get him to open an entrance!”  
 
    Jack nodded. He was about to speak when suddenly there was a lurching feeling in his stomach.  
 
    He groaned, holding his belly as his consciousness was pulled into the aspect of him that was the dungeon. He saw the lake of mana that was in there, and it seemed to be bubbling and churning like liquid approaching the boil.  
 
    What’s happening? he thought, and then he remembered an old story about dungeons that Lachlan had told him, early on in his training. The words, half-heeded at the time, suddenly hit home.  
 
    “A dungeon that takes in mana puts it to use straight away,” Lachlan had said. “That’s why the dungeons sleep after they’ve had adventurer runs. They don’t hang on to the mana they’ve gathered.”  
 
    “But why not?” Jack had asked. “Can’t they save it up to build some really spectacular upgrades?”  
 
    “It doesn’t work like that,” Lachlan replied. “For dungeons, the mana that is stored from adventurers takes on a life of its own after a while. If it’s allowed to build up past a certain point it begins to make changes to the dungeon on its own, and that’s nearly always destructive to the dungeon and the environment surrounding it.”  
 
    Another wave of pain cut through Jack. 
 
    “The mana,” he croaked. “It’s starting to change my dungeon aspect, without my input! It’s… arrgh… Melinda, we need to get to the entrance to the demon realm as soon as we can!”  
 
    She clearly did not completely understand, but she could tell that something serious was happening.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I think we’re going to need Spark again.”  
 
    The dragon’s head poked out of the top of Jack’s red armor. He sat there for a moment, gazing out, and then he leaped from the armor into the air. For a moment his form rippled before he expanded, huge wings and claws appearing fast, and in mere moments he was once again a mighty dragon, hovering above the waves.  
 
    “Climb on,” he said in his physical voice, so that Melinda could hear. They did, but this time Melinda took the lead. Jack held onto her waist, feeling the huge mana reserve bubbling inside of him.  
 
    The pain was intense, and it was accompanied by a foggy sensation in his mind that dulled his thoughts and made him feel sleepy and heavy. He hung onto Melinda, feeling the surge as Spark leaped up into the air.  
 
    “Can’t you use a dungeon portal to get there quickly?” Spark asked Melinda.  
 
    “I dare not take him through a dungeon portal with all that mana inside of him,” Melinda said. “They’re not the same as the Grand portals, and I don’t know what effect that would have, both on us and on the portal system. No, this time we’ll have to rely on your speed to get us there, Spark.”  
 
    Another wave of pain took Jack and he tried to speak. Then something made him look back over his shoulder.  
 
    It was a bright day in the Noonlands. The sky was blue and clouds of white seabirds wheeled about the top of the rock where the Grand portal was housed. And then the portal glowed bright, and something came through. Something black-robed and gold-masked, riding on a great black bird.  
 
    A Black Hand mage. 
 
    Jack tried to croak out a warning to Melinda, but he could not make his throat work. He choked, gasped, and then darkness flooded him. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Jack? Jack! Wake up, Jack!”  
 
    Melinda’s anxious voice broke through to the unconscious depths he’d found himself in, and he rose slowly back to the surface as if coming up from deep, dark, warm water.  
 
    His eyes flickered, and daylight shone through into his brain.  
 
    “We… we were being pursued,” he managed to say. “A Black Hand… followed through the Grand portal…”  
 
    “All right,” Melinda said. “There’s nothing we can do about that now. Here, drink this, quick!”  
 
    She held something cold up to his lips and tipped it up, lifting his head so that he could drink. Sweet magic potion slipped into his mouth, and he managed to swallow.  
 
    Healing. 
 
    The potion took immediate effect, and the pain that had begun to assail him as soon as he’d woken receded suddenly. He blinked, sat up, and looked around.  
 
    The first thing he noticed was that both he and Melinda were in their normal clothes again. She was dressed in pale green linen, simple clothes that showed no sign that she was a powerful mage. Her glamor was back in place, too, and the sun gleamed on her pale skin and shone in her golden hair.  
 
    “What… where are we?” Jack said, feeling the fog lifting from his mind. Then he recognized it. It was the elf’s lair!  
 
    Right in front of him was the ramshackle little hut that the elf had constructed, and Jack knew that below the ground not far away from this spot there lay the opening that they had sought—the entrance to the demon realm that would allow them to succeed in their mission. He lurched to his feet.  
 
    “You got us here!” he said. “And the mana is still in place in my dungeon aspect. We can still do it!”  
 
    Suddenly Spark let out a roar of surprise and alarm. Something was happening in the clearing around them. Red lights appeared in the air, four of them, expanding into red discs ten feet high. Magic hummed through the air. A glance upward showed the Black Mask mage on his big flying steed, and he was holding something—a staff topped with a red crystal. Jack thought he sought a glimpse of glowing golden gears within the red.  
 
    A Grand portal generator!   
 
    The red discs opened, golden runes whirling at the edges, and then, with a terrifying suddenness, they began to disgorge troops. Soldiers leaped from each one, four at a time. They were armed with spears and shields, and Jack saw at a glance that they were not human. Their eyes glowed with a faint pale light and their faces were expressionless. Like the white defenders of the crystal tower, they were living automatons, animated statues created and powered by the foul magic of Nightvale.  
 
    Jack wobbled on his feet then grew steady. This was it, the last shot. He felt calm settling over himself and—thankfully—over the boiling mana within his internal dungeon.  
 
    The soldiers stepped forward, formed up, and charged, but Spark came crashing down on them, tearing with teeth and claws and flinging the soldiers aside to clear a path between Jack and the little hut.  
 
    “Go, Jack, go!” Melinda cried. She was beginning to transform, her arms and shoulders expanding as she grew in height and her face changed. She was taking on her juggernaut form.  
 
    But there were so many soldiers! Jack looked around for an opening, but as quickly as Spark tossed them aside, new ones appeared from the portals to fill the gap. Jack tried to muster his mana and conjure up his armor, his spear, a dungeon monster, anything really to help his defense, but nothing worked.  
 
    The boiling of the mana in his dungeon aspect was blocking his access to his regular magic! 
 
    In desperation, he dived for a soldier who had been knocked to the ground by one of Spark’s deadly passes. He grabbed up the soldier’s spear and shield and charged in the direction he was trying to go.  
 
    His ferocious attack knocked two soldiers over and a third died as he jabbed his spear through its neck. But more were bearing down on him. They were emotionless beings, unhindered by feelings or even, it seemed, by physical sensations. And they were rested and heavily armored.  
 
    Jack was without armor and stripped of his magical powers, exhausted, and the boiling pool of mana inside his dungeon aspect was only held in check for the moment by the temporary effect of the Healing potion.  
 
    He looked around, desperately. He could not fight a whole army of these Nightvale horrors! Surely, after everything, all his efforts would not be for nothing?  
 
    A scream from high above reached his ears.  
 
    Jack looked up and saw a strange sight. In the sky, the Black Hand mage who had followed them and conjured the Grand portals was fighting with something. Jack could not make it out—it was some kind of monster, something black and huge, with leathery wings and strange insect-like features. This creature was attacking the mage on his giant bird steed, and it was winning. Then a second creature appeared, and then a third.  
 
    The soldiers around Jack had seen it too, and they had broken off their attack for a moment to look up. Jack took his opportunity and smacked left then right with his spear, knocking two soldiers down. He leaped for the opening and ran through.  
 
    Melinda charged into the press, throwing soldiers left and right and bellowing. She was huge, a great hulking beast of a creature with glowing red eyes and the strength of a giant. The soldiers had to leave Jack for a moment and turn to defend themselves against her.  
 
    She smashed them with huge fists, and Spark raked them with fire, but more and more poured out from the Grand portals. And now other creatures were coming from the portals, too—the white defenders, glowing the eerie dead white of polished marble and with their spears flashing bright in their hands.  
 
    And then it happened.  
 
    Death came from above, in the form of one of the huge, leathery-winged monsters with insect faces. There was a figure on the monster’s back, a tall figure in black robes, with red and black skin, yellow eyes, and lightning flashing around the little nubs of horn that protruded from his brow.  
 
    Fire blasted from his black mage’s staff as he leaped from the back of the creature and swung out a black iron mace in his other hand.  
 
    “Lachlan!” Jack yelled. The mage met his eyes across the battlefield as more and more of the leathery flying monsters dropped from the sky around him, tearing at the enemies and killing them even as they poured from the portals.  
 
    “Go, lad!” Lachlan yelled. “Do it now!”  
 
    Jack had a glimpse of another flying creature landing. On the back of this one was a woman who he didn’t recognize… or did he? She was dressed in gray, and had long, gleaming gray hair, gray eyes, and a thin, noble face. Her eyes were a fierce, pale blue.  
 
    He turned and ran.  
 
    The clash and din of battle faded as he sprinted through the trees. As he ran, he moved his hand over his potion belt, looking for something that would be appropriate for the moment. He had used a few already, and there were some gaps in the arsenal of potions, but he found one called Strength Boost and another called Perception Enhancement. Both seemed like they could be useful, so he popped the tops and swallowed them.  
 
    No speed boosts left, he thought, but hopefully these will give me what I need to keep going.  
 
    His internal magic was still not working, but the potions did what he needed them to do. The Strength Boost helped him run faster, and the Perception Boost made his senses keener, his mind sharper, and his memories clearer.  
 
    Just as well, he thought, since I can’t even cast Guiding Light at the moment. 
 
    His memory of his previous time in the glade was clear. He remembered the quarter-mile route through the woods to the underground tunnel that led to the demon realm entrance. The new strength that flooded his limbs powered him along, and shortly he saw the purple stain on the ground that showed the nearby presence of magic.  
 
    Inside his dungeon, the mana store was moving restlessly again. He felt it as a present threat, but the power of the Healing potion he’d taken was still active in him, and it kept the pain of the power’s boiling up inside of him at bay.  
 
    He wrenched the cover from the opening and flung himself down the ladder.  
 
    When he’d been here before, the climb had been long and difficult, but this time Jack almost tumbled down it in his haste. He reached the bottom and fell flat, then hauled himself up and charged down the corridor. The Healing potion was wearing off, and the blinding pain was threatening to engulf him again.  
 
    Gritting his teeth, he dug deep and sprinted toward the door at the far end of the corridor. As the potions wore off, there was no magic to draw on, and there were no monsters to summon and no power to use. Now, at the last, it was just him.  
 
    He turned to himself for strength and found it.  
 
    With a jarring impact, he slammed into the door then leaned against it, scrabbling at his belt for the key that he had kept when he and Melinda had left here all those months ago. He found it, solid and heavy and cold against his skin.  
 
    The dungeon inside him writhed suddenly, the mana inside it bubbling up. The potions he had taken had now completely worn off and he let out an inarticulate cry of pain as he slammed the key into the door and turned it.  
 
    Inside, all was as it had been. The stone table in the middle of the room glowed ominously, and the sound of a thousand voices groaning reached his ears. This was it—the entrance to the demon realm.  
 
    Jack threw himself forward as the mana inside him rushed up. It would consume him in a moment, he knew, and he felt the part of him that was the dungeon creaking and groaning under the sheer strain of the power that it held. This was too much—it could not be borne.  
 
    The dungeon inside of him began to crack, and Jack felt his mind and his body beginning to crack too. In a moment he would have to release all the stored mana in one burst, or die.  
 
    He hauled himself up onto the table and grabbed the edge of the entrance to the demon realm. He pulled himself forward with his left hand as mana began to bleed from his right hand. There was a sharp smell in the air, and blue light suddenly leaped in the room as the stored mana started to pour from Jack’s right hand.  
 
    He looked down through the entrance into the demon realm, shoved his right hand down into it, and released the pent-up mana through his hand.  
 
    The relief was immense. Every drop of mana that he had been holding at bay in the part of him that was the dungeon poured out in one enormous wave. For a moment, his eyes darkened, then he was able to see clearly again. The pain was gone.  
 
    He looked down through the entrance. Blue mana was exploding from his hand into the demon realm, spreading out endlessly into a swirling sea of thick blue clouds. It sparkled and gleamed, outshining the horrible red light that lit the demon realms. As the last of it left him, he dropped his face onto the cool stone of the table. He could have wept. He had done it. 
 
    Then he pulled his head up, feeling the mana in his own pool coming back to him. His head cleared. He made to pull his hand up out of the demon realm… but he could not.  
 
    He tried again. Down below him, the mountains and rocks of the demon realm were changing, falling, cracking, and exploding into dust. The blue cloud of mana was spreading across the realm at incredible speed, and the whole shape of the universe he could see through the entrance was collapsing.  
 
    Demons were disappearing in puffs of smoke, and the red sky was cracking. Blinding white light was shining through into the demon realm, turning the ground to dust wherever it landed.  
 
    And he could not pull his hand out. He tried once, then again, and then with rising horror he felt that he was being pulled in. There was a moment of terrible suspense as he felt the power of the collapse growing.  
 
    Then it pulled him through.  
 
    He fell, tumbling head over heels into the maelstrom. The collapsing demon realm was all around him, a mind-bending chaos of breaking stone and collapsing reality. The souls that had been trapped in the demons all around him rose up with cries of joy and relief.  
 
    There was an incredible noise, the rolling boom and thunder of an entire universe collapsing. All the demon realms were caving in on themselves, destroyed by the one enormous burst of mana that he had managed to carry from Nightvale and release into them.  
 
    He had done it.  
 
    As he fell, it dawned on him just how many souls he had freed. They were beyond count—the dead of countless worlds, of many universes, all lifted up and freed from the entrapment in the bodies of demons.  
 
    And it was his work! He marveled at them, flocks of souls rising like sparks from a bonfire in the swirling chaos of mana. 
 
    If this is the end for me, he thought, at least I fulfilled my task before I died.  
 
    He felt his internal dungeon changing now. It curled up small, and then it left him, bleeding out from his hands like sand drifting from his fingers into a rushing stream.  
 
    “You did the job, Aetherborn,” said a familiar deep female voice. “I granted you my power, and you used it well. Now I leave, to become one with the aether again. Good luck to you, my young protege…”  
 
    She was gone.  
 
    The power of absorbing left him, as did the spells he had taken and the monsters he’d learned to summon. The elements flowed out of him and away, and he even felt the armor of Azhoth…  
 
    No.  
 
    That stayed.  
 
    Suddenly, he was aware of it.  
 
    In his mana pool, many of the things that had come from his dungeon abilities were leaving him, but the red armor and black sword of Azhoth remained. So did his Guiding Light, and the element of fire. The armor—there was something about it… 
 
    He summoned the armor, applying it to himself as he fell. Red metal snapped into place around him, and his spear appeared in his hand. Golden wings appeared on either side of him, and this time the armor manifested a red helmet that clicked into place, protecting his head.  
 
    In that moment, everything changed. His mind had been drifting, flowing out with the calamitous destruction that was all around him, but now it snapped into place again.  
 
    He was flying, using his wings to propel him through the chaos of the demon realm, when suddenly he burst out into blackness. He turned, looking back and seeing a huge sphere of blue and black chaos behind him. He sped away from it, seeing the demon realm as a collapsing universe within the endless depth of black space all around him.  
 
    But it was not him.  
 
    “I’m not in there,” he said. “I’ve come through, and I’m alive! By the power of the red armor of Azhoth, I’ve survived the maelstrom!”  
 
    But he was alone. Below him, the collapsing demon realms were like a series of burning blue globes, boiling and churning in the endless blackness. He looked around. All was silent here, but in the distance there were lights, tiny points of lights like stars.  
 
    All the universes, he thought. All the universes ever created are here. But how do I find my way back to my own?  
 
    He thought of his Guiding Light spell and a laugh escaped from him as he imagined himself following the silver thread through all eternity, trying to find his way back to his own universe.  
 
    Back to Melinda.  
 
    It’s all I’ve got, he said. If that’s the only chance I have of getting home, I have to take it. 
 
    Laughing at the absurdity of it all, he conjured the spell, one of the only ones that remained to him. The silver light extended from his chest out into the void. He watched as it extended and extended and extended, gleaming through the endless vastness of the space between universes.  
 
    As he began to follow the line, something else caught his eye. Something closer. Something familiar.  
 
    A golden globe, made from many interlocking circles of golden light. It was not far from him, as well as could be judged in this strange place, and he knew exactly what it was.  
 
    It was the maze of Azhoth… and it had stopped.  
 
    The maze of Azhoth relied on the constant shifting of its outer circles so that the aether god trapped inside could never leave. As Jack approached it, he saw that all the outer circles had indeed stopped their motion. The maze was still a maze, but a solvable maze now. 
 
    They had thought that the maze of Azhoth was powered by the dungeons, but that must have not been right after all. It must have been powered by the demon realms, like so much of Nightvale’s magic. Now that the demon realms were ended, the maze was no longer running.  
 
    Jack withdrew his Guiding Light spell and recast it onto the maze.  
 
    He landed on the nearest outer circle, a golden set of steps that led into the heart of the strange maze. The light of his spell guided him swiftly and surely through the outer rings and into the inner circles, and in a very short time indeed he stepped from a doorway into a grimy, gray-skied garden with a little block of a stone house in front of him.  
 
    From the window, a red and black face gazed out at him. It was Azhoth, the trapped aether god.  
 
    There was no door in or out of the house, but Jack walked up to the window and put his fist through the glass. Without a word, Azhoth reached a red and black hand through and gripped Jack by the forearm, and Jack drew him out.  
 
    As the aether god’s feet touched the ground, a strange change took place. The red and black left his skin, draining away like ink flowing out of a cloth. Below the coloring, his skin was a mellow dark brown, the color of baked clay.  
 
    He dropped to his knees, holding up his hands in wordless thanks to Jack, his deliverer.  
 
    “You’ve… you’ve done it, lad!” Azhoth said as Jack took off his helmet and smiled at him. 
 
    “So it would seem,” Jack said. “But now it’s time for us to leave. And if I remember right, you have something in that house of yours that can help us do just that.”  
 
    “Of course!” Azhoth cried, leaping to his feet. He ran to the window and climbed through. “Now we must be able to leave through my seeing pool.”  
 
    In the middle of the house, the exiled aether god had created a magical pool through which he could conjure visions. In the past, Azhoth had managed to send things through this pool to appear in the world beyond—except himself, as he’d been blocked by the maze. 
 
    Now that had changed.  
 
    The pool glowed, and Azhoth leaned over and conjured the vision of the place Jack described.  
 
    Immediately, there appeared in the pool a picture of the battlefield—but the battle was won. Spark and Melinda stood in the clearing with the strange gray woman and a man that Jack did not recognize. Looks of surprise were on all their faces. The soldiers around them had frozen in place, and the red Grand portals had entirely ceased to send forth new enemies to the fight.  
 
    Jack could hear their voices through the seeing pool.  
 
    “We must find Jack!” Melinda was saying.  
 
    “You’re right,” said the man Jack didn’t know, in a familiar voice. “Guide us to the entrance to the demon realms. But Melinda, I fear he’s accomplished his task and perished in the process…”  
 
    Jack looked at Azhoth. Without his warlock coloring, he looked like any other old man. His face was wise and his eyes were bright, and his long beard was deep gray with flecks of black. His dark eyes twinkled from his dark-skinned face.  
 
    They reached out and gripped each other’s wrists, then stepped together through the seeing pool into the clearing.  
 
    “Jack!!” Melinda screamed in delight as he emerged into the clearing, clad in his red armor and holding his spear.  
 
    She threw herself into his arms. Then she kissed him on the mouth.  
 
    After all he’d been through, it was the most welcome thing in the world. In that frank, honest kiss, Jack felt the confirmation of all his successes. She had held herself back before—they had agreed to hold back, to wait until their task was done and done well before they would act on the love that had been growing between them.  
 
    Now, in that kiss, Jack knew that they had truly succeeded. He put his arms around her and let the love that was between them flow freely at last, drinking in her presence.  
 
    After a time, he broke the kiss and she smiled up at him.  
 
    He looked around at the others. The man who he had not recognized was standing with Azhoth. He looked at Jack and his eyes twinkled, and suddenly Jack understood who it was. 
 
    “Lachlan!” he cried. “But you’ve lost your red and black coloring! You look human again!” 
 
    “It’s not just my appearance that’s changed. I’ve also lost all my powers, except for a few,” Lachlan said with a smile. “But it’s a price I’m willing to pay. The demonic realms have been destroyed, the source of all evil magic has been ended. Through your work, Jack, and your perseverance. My warlock magic was based on the power drawn from the demon realms. It’s not something I’m proud of, but it is what I was. I think I put it to good use, at least.”  
 
    “You certainly did,” Azhoth said.  
 
    Lachlan gave the old man a funny look. “I still can’t quite believe it’s you,” he said, shaking his head. “And I believe that you’re not mad at me even less!”  
 
    Azhoth laughed. “It’s a long time ago,” he said. “And you were right to do what you did! I was mad with hubris and arrogance in those days, and I was a danger to myself and to the world. But that has changed now.”  
 
    He stepped up and slapped Lachlan on the back. “It’s good to see you.”  
 
    Jack took Melinda’s hand and looked at the others. “And who are these?” he said with a smile, gesturing to the monstrosities that Lachlan had rode in on. The huge, leather-winged creatures were clustered around Spark, chittering and growling affectionately. Spark himself was tussling with them, play-growling and batting at them gently with his great claws.  
 
    “In fact, don’t tell me,” he continued. “I think I can guess.”  
 
    “My children,” Spark growled with obvious pleasure. “My brood.”  
 
    “They’ve grown fast,” Jack said. “And so… err… handsome!” he added, looking at the nightmare insect faces of the strange dragon and stone beetle hybrids.  
 
    Everyone laughed, and the gray woman stepped forward. Jack looked at her. At first, he did not recognize her and then, with a sudden lurch, he thought he knew those gray eyes and that wise gaze. He had seen it before, when in communion with the tower.  
 
    “Hello, Jack,” she said quietly, and he knew that voice too.  
 
    “It can’t be,” he said, stepping forward to take her hands. “Maia?” She smiled, the wise lines of her strange, ageless face crinkling up around her eyes as she did so, and he knew he was right. It was Maia, the spirit of the Shadow Tower, manifested in a human body. “How has this happened?” Jack asked.  
 
    “Sheobeth helped me to manifest myself again,” she said. “And to understand who and what I really was, before the tower. I have learned much, Jack, but perhaps now is not the time for more explanations…”  
 
    Azhoth’s mouth had opened in surprise at Maia’s words. “Sheobeth?” he gasped. “Sheobeth was here?”   
 
    Jack was about to respond, but at that moment something unexpected happened. There was a crackling, humming noise, and one of the Grand portals began to glow. They had sat still, quietly humming since Jack had appeared with Azhoth, but now the runes whirled on the one to his left and flashes of fork lightning crackled around the edges.  
 
    “Look out!” Jack said. His spear was in his hand, and he took up a battle stance facing the portal.  
 
    A figure leaped from the portal, a long, gleaming sword in her hand and her dark hair streaming out behind her as she blinked in the bright afternoon sun of the glade.  
 
    “Hannah!” Jack cried, leaping forward with his arms outstretched. He enveloped her in a bear hug then let her go as more and more of the Nightvale rebels came leaping through the Grand portal from the land of Nightvale. They all took up their battle positions as they came through, mostly armed with swords, some with shields and spears, and some with heavy iron maces.  
 
    As they came through, they all looked around and saw that the battle was over. From the looks on the faces of the others, they realized that the outcome was good, and they dropped their weapons and clustered around Hannah, and around Jack and Melinda, asking so many questions so quickly that there was little chance of any of them getting an answer! 
 
    And then a last figure came through.  
 
    She was surrounded by an honor guard, the elites of the Nightvale rebels, and she was armed with a long sword and dressed in gleaming chainmail. Dark hair flecked with gray framed her battle-weary face.  
 
    Elena. 
 
    She looked around, saw the situation, and dropped her blade’s tip to the ground. She smiled. And then she saw Lachlan.  
 
    Her sword fell to the ground and she let out a choking cry, half a sob and half a laugh as she ran across the clearing and flung herself into his arms. All the rebels cheered, and Jack felt Melinda’s hand slipping into his. He looked around and met her eyes, and she smiled at him.  
 
    They had done it. They had won.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Shadow Tower is no more,” Lachlan told Jack, as they sat around on the grass, resting after the battle. “When Sheobeth and Maia finally merged, the magic of the tower began to decrease, and quickly there was little left. Without the spirit at the heart of it, the tower fell into ruin quickly. There’s nothing there anymore except a strange, eerie ruin. There’s a great many books and papers of mine, however, and a few bits and pieces of yours that I managed to salvage, and I’ve left Ivan there to look after everything while we were gone.”  
 
    “So Ivan is still with you? I was afraid that he might have vanished too when the demon realms were destroyed.” 
 
    Lachlan smiled. “Thankfully not,” he said. “He misses the kitchens, of course, but we cannot begrudge Maia for her release. I’m very glad of it. It’s something that I always suspected but could never get to the heart of. Maia was a real woman, a human whose spirit had been trapped in a crystal by a malicious mage many years ago, and used to power the Shadow Tower. The mage died before I found the tower, and I was never able to find out the story of Maia’s origins.”  
 
    Jack looked at the gray woman, who was chatting in a friendly fashion with Elena and some of the Nightvale rebels. “I’m glad she’s freed too, though I’ll miss the strangeness of the Shadow Tower. But I guess much of the tower’s character was her character. So long as we have her around, we will not have to miss the tower too much.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Lachlan said with a smile.  
 
    “So where do we go now?” Jack said. “It would seem too strange to go back to my little village in the mountains. The Shadow Tower had become home. If it’s no more, where will we go?”  
 
    “I know where I shall go,” Melinda said firmly. “Back to my father’s estates at Wardlake. He was never very kind to me, but he sent me off to learn magic and make my fortune, and I think I can safely say that I’ve done both now.”  
 
    “But your magic has gone with the ending of the demon realms!” Jack said.  
 
    Melinda shook her head and smiled. She held out a hand and Jack saw to his amazement and delight that there was a flame in her hand, a magic ball of fire that danced and gleamed merrily in the palm of her hand.  
 
    “My magic has changed,” she said, “as yours has. But it’s not gone. In fact, I now seem to be able to conjure external spells just as easily as I always wanted to in the old days! The practice I had as a warlock has trained me to see magic differently, and I understand now that in the old days, I was the one obstructing myself when I couldn’t do external magic.”  
 
    She closed her hand, extinguishing the flame. “No, I think I’ve learned everything and more that my father sent me off to learn. I’m old enough to claim my portion of the estate, and I now have the confidence that I need to do so as well. You should all come with me. Perhaps in time we’ll go our separate ways, but for now, come to Wardlake with me and help me to claim my estate.”  
 
    Lachlan bowed low, but Jack hugged her. “Very well,” he said. “We’ll go and claim it together.”  
 
    The Black Hand mage who had followed them through the Yillin Grand portal had died, but his staff contained the machine that generated the portals. One of the Nightvale rebels had picked it up from the battlefield, and it was agreed that Lachlan should take it.  
 
    Elena would have to go back through to Nightvale for the moment, for the reign of the council of the Black Hand was now a thing of the past, and now an immense task awaited her and her people. 
 
    “When the power of the demon realms was ended,” she said, “many of the things that had been created with it in Nightvale fell. That included huge numbers of the soldiers in the army, who were automatons powered by the demon realms. But many things—the good things, mostly—have survived. Many of the machines are powered by crystals filled with mana, and the mana in the crystals is not used up by the machines. So our lights and our infrastructure still work well, but the evil parts of the Black Hand’s work have been undone.”  
 
    She smiled at them. “We found many Grand portal machines, and I’m happy to say that we will be able to keep the Grand portals open between here and Nightvale. In time, we’ll set up permanent Grand portals, for commerce and visitors, just like it was in the old days. Perhaps in future we’ll even find ways to open Grand portals to other worlds as well!”  
 
    “And I will come through to you soon,” Lachlan said. “Because I’m sure that the Wards which would have stopped me before will be broken now. I will go back to the ruins of the Shadow Tower and get Ivan, then I will use this staff,” he held up the Grand portal staff, “and come through to Nightvale.”  
 
    “I will not go,” Azhoth said thoughtfully. “I think I’d like to see this place you speak of, this Wardlake, if you don’t mind me coming along with you?”  
 
    “Of course not!” Melinda said. “I’d be happy to have you come along.”  
 
    “And I will come too,” Maia said. “After you’ve been lived in by people for a while, you’ll find that they kind of grow on you.”  
 
    So it was decided. Elena kissed Lachlan goodbye and then walked back through the Grand portal to Nightvale with her rebels. Lachlan, Jack, Melinda, Azhoth, and Maia all mounted the leather-winged offspring of Spark and Max, and flew back to the hill above Fordwatch, where the Shadow Tower had stood.  
 
    Ivan was there, sitting morosely with a box of treasure and doing his best to cook a meal on a campfire. Max was with him, and a few of the brood Lachlan had asked to stay behind in case protection was needed. They leaped to their feet, delighted to see the travelers returning. 
 
    Ivan welcomed them excitedly and was eager to know everything that had happened. Jack left Lachlan to tell the story while he, Melinda, and Maia walked up to the ruinous tower that topped the hill.  
 
    The grounds were gone, only the rough traces of walls remaining. The tower itself was in ruins. Ivy and trees grew out of the cracks in the masonry, as if it had been a ruin for decades. 
 
    “Will you miss it?” Maia asked them.  
 
    “Of course,” Jack said. “But that’s the way of life. Things change, and I’m sure that in future we’ll find new pleasures and new places to call home. For you, it was a prison, and I’m very glad that you’ve been freed. I’m happy for you, Maia.”  
 
    “But where is Sheobeth?” Melinda asked.  
 
    “I am her, in a way,” Maia said. “Her power had waned, and she used all that was left of it to release me from the crystal. She seemed to know that this was her last act. She said she knew her whole destiny. We merged, and I stepped forth, manifested in a human body again.”  
 
    “Come on, you three,” Lachlan called. Jack looked back. Lachlan was waving to them and smiling.  
 
    So, they turned their backs on the remains of the tower, and left it behind forever.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Wardlake was a large and comfortable estate on the eastern border of the Noonlands. It lay by a wide, deep body of water called the Wardlake. Beyond this lake was the edge of the Wildlands. The Wildlands was an untamed bit of mountainous and rocky territory that was inhabited by some bandit tribes and the odd goblin clan, but few other folk.  
 
    The border here was nearly impassable for many miles, made so by the jagged mountain range that stretched most of the length of the northern portion of the border. The only viable passage into the Noonlands from the Wildlands was blocked by the Wardlake, and such was the source of its name.  
 
    The house of Mauve, from which Melinda was descended, had at one time been a wealthy and important dynasty. For generations they had fought the roving goblin clans of the Wildlands, and had won great honor in the many victories they had achieved. But for several generations now they had fallen into insignificance; the attacks from the Wildlands had all but stopped, leaving the dynasty of warriors jobless. 
 
    Near the lake there was a big, rambling manor house set in extensive grounds, the ancestral home of Melinda’s family. The fertile land along the edge of the lake was farmed, but the rest of the enormous estate had fallen almost entirely into disrepair.  
 
    There was work to be done to restore the fortunes of the family—Jack, riding in on Spark with his friends on the insectoid leatherwings beside him, saw that at a glance.  
 
    At the approach of the strange party, a small group of people came running out of the manor house and stood, pointing up in fear and amazement. When Jack and his friends landed on the oversized and overgrown lawn in front of the house, and elderly man in the faded livery of the Mauve family came running up, his hands outstretched in greeting as he saw Melinda. He looked to Jack like the senior servant of the household. 
 
    “Oh, Mistress Melinda!” he cried in a wavering voice. “How glad I am to see you! You have come just in time!”  
 
    “Reginald!” Melinda said, rushing forward and taking the old man’s liver-spotted hands in hers. “Whatever is the matter? Just in time for what?”  
 
    “To save us!” the old man wailed. “To save us, and to save the honor of your house!”  
 
    “What is this tale?” Melinda said, taking control of the situation as a group of other servants came rushing up to greet her. “Tell me swiftly what has happened.”  
 
    “Your father has died, mistress,” the old servant Reginald said, “only a fortnight ago. His estate passes to you as his only child, and yet it was thought you were dead. Only this morning the king’s bailiffs came to claim the estate for the crown, as is the law in cases when an estate owner dies without leaving an heir.” Reginald pointed an accusing finger at a black-clad, official-looking man who had hung back, glaring at the new arrivals. “This man here is Commissioner Proctor, the king’s official messenger.”  
 
    “Aye,” Proctor said. “And I have very clear orders. Do you say that you are truly the heir to this estate?”  
 
    “I am,” Melinda said. “Melinda Mauve is my name, and I was sent away by my father a year ago to learn magic and make my fortune. Both of these I have now done, and I return now to take up my rightful inheritance.”  
 
    The officious bailiff was—perhaps understandably—less than happy about this situation. He had traveled far to carry out his commission, and had fully expected to be able to claim a fat fee as part of his work in breaking up the Wardlake estate. As it was, he found himself deprived of both his fee and the chance of success in his mission.  
 
    He made a fuss, demanding to see many proofs of Melinda’s heritage and identity. He seemed to care more about winning the estate than about the fact that Melinda had arrived on the back of a half-insect, half-dragon monster, and in the company of an actual dragon, too! 
 
    Eventually, however, the man had to accept that he was not going to be able to carry out his commission. Melinda paid him a good sum of gold coins as some recompense for his trouble, and he mellowed quickly after that. Eventually the man put his signature to the official document, witnessing that Melinda was indeed the rightful owner for life of Wardlake.  
 
    “And now,” Commissioner Proctor said, “I must see to some other commissions that I have. My lord the king has asked me to go on a bit of a reconnaissance mission now that I’m in the north, for he’s heard news of some very strange goings-on in this land, and he wants to know more about it. Dungeons, and newly formed adventurer guilds and whatnot? Why, it sounds like a lot of nonsense to me, but I must do my duty and see if I can get to the root of it.”  
 
    It was not nonsense, of course. Jack’s ability to awaken new dungeons had left him when the dungeon had left him, back in the maelstrom of energy when he had fulfilled his destiny of destroying the source of all evil magic. But that did not mean that the dungeons he had awakened had ceased to operate.  
 
    Quite the opposite was true.  
 
    The dungeons he and Melinda had awakened became stronger and more powerful as time passed, attracting adventurers from all corners of the kingdom to try their luck and get a taste of the wealth that was on offer from this wonderful new phenomenon. The guilds grew and spread from town to town, and the villages and towns that were within a day’s walk of a dungeon prospered from the steady flow of travelers who now appeared on their doorsteps.  
 
    Since the awakened dungeons were concentrated along the northern road that led from Trader’s Crossing to Yillin, this part of the Noonlands benefited the most. For generations these northern regions had been somewhat neglected, ignored by a distant king who was more interested in his southern sea trading routes than in his rusticated northern territories.  
 
    As the seasons passed, with new wealth and a new influx of people, the towns and cities began to grow. Roads were improved, and shipping lanes from Yillin to the southern ports got busier than they had been in years. New villages sprang up at likely places on the roads, and established villages grew into towns as they sprouted new buildings—inns, guild houses, weapon makers, and potion dealers were especially common. 
 
    One of the most welcome and unexpected developments was that other dungeons—ones which had lain derelict for longer than anyone’s living memory—began to awaken of their own accord. It was by no means common, but it did begin to happen here and there. Even the dungeon on the Wardlake estate, by the edge of the water, awoke one day. The existence of a dungeon on the estate was just the economic boost that was needed, and Lord and Lady Mauve of Wardlake—as Jack and Melinda had become by then—took full advantage of it.  
 
    They lived quietly, after all their adventures. There was a lot of work to be done. It was the simple, honest labor of a husband and wife in improving their estates and setting up their legacy, and it suited them both just fine. Sometimes they went visiting—they would go to see Carson at Sheepfold on occasion, but mostly they spent their time at home.  
 
    There were some odd things about their estate, and they could not help developing a reputation for eccentricity. No one could fail to notice the menagerie of strange creatures that the Lord and Lady kept on their extensive estate, nor the fact that when old Reginald retired, the person put in charge of the household affairs was none other than a goblin! 
 
    It was rumored, too, that the owners of the estate were competent mages. With all this, it was not surprising that after a few years of prosperity, they opened a school for those who wished to learn magic. They let it be known that the guilds of the Noonlands were stale and had lost their way. Those who came to the Wardlake school would be taught the magic that suited their skills, and not forced into any dogmatic understanding of what magic was or could be. Mostly, people understood this approach. The Lord and Lady had children of their own, and it was only right that they should want to teach magic in their own way, and to make it more accessible to the community at large.  
 
    Jack, Melinda, and their friends kept the Grand portals to Nightvale secret for a long time, largely at the request of Elena and the others who had taken charge of developments in the other world. But eventually, when things in Nightvale had been set right and an elected council of elders was well-established in control of the government there, they agreed to create a publicly accessible Grand portal for the purposes of trade. 
 
    It was a great success, and both realms prospered. 
 
    Jack’s stepfather, Robin the blacksmith, came to live at Wardlake after a while, and Azhoth and Maia lived with them too, helping with the restoration of the house and the estate grounds. Lachlan traveled back and forth between Nightvale and Wardlake, helping out with the work at both places when he had the chance. As time passed, however, he spent more and more time at Nightvale with Elena, and nobody begrudged him that happiness. 
 
    Ivan stayed at Wardlake, however. He had no desire to go to Nightvale again, and being in charge of the extensive household at the Mauve manor was the best outcome he could have hoped for. 
 
    As for Spark, he remained a dragon and did not change again, but he spent most of his time about the size of a large dog, and could usually be found asleep with Max the stone beetle, in front of the hall fire in the colder weather, or sprawled in the sun outside when the weather was hot. His brood creatures, the leatherwings, left the estate eventually, taking up residence in the Wildlands and occasionally visiting the estate with news of the far countries they had visited. 
 
    Neither Melinda nor Jack ever found much cause to regret the loss of their extreme magical abilities. Melinda’s warlock abilities were more than compensated for by the fact that she could now use elemental magic competently. For Jack, losing his dungeon powers was a small price to pay for knowing that he had saved the world from the council of the Black Hand, freed the demons, and fulfilled the destiny of the Aetherborn. He was a good mage still, and developed his elemental abilities to a high degree as the years passed.  
 
    He enjoyed seeing the changes the reintroduction of dungeons had brought to the world. When he and Melinda set up their school, he felt that he had truly found his calling.  
 
    Above all, he was repaid for the loss of his dungeon powers by gift of seeing Melinda grow into her own on their estate. She—and their children—were all any man could have ever wanted. 
 
    From the day he had left his home village with his dream of learning to cast spells, he had walked the mage’s path. In the end, that path had led him to the best possible place he could ever have imagined. 
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