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Chapter One


 


 


I have torn pages
from this book and burned them, erasing false starts as I struggle to find a
way to explain everything that’s happened. I struggle because I don’t know if
you’ll believe me. I don’t know if I would believe me. My summaries fall short
and sound hollow, even as I read them back. Instead I will tell you the whole
story and allow you to judge it yourself. I hope what you learn from it will
not make things worse.


The
pages left will have to be enough. No more false starts.


The
dragon attacked sixteen years ago almost to this exact day. It was late
afternoon on a warm summer’s day and I had climbed the wall that surrounded our
village. I was only ten years old and boys weren’t allowed on the wall, but I
had a good hiding spot on the east side. There was a small gap in the stone
below the walkway on the wall that I could crawl into and hide. It was barely
big enough for me to fit into.


I
would lay there when it was nearing evening and watch the village stretch out
in front of me: the small clearing that was used as a marketplace around the
village tavern and the rows of small houses around them.


I
would watch people go about their business and spy for any unattended stalls
with a piece of fruit that wouldn’t be missed later on. Some days I would watch
the sun sink over the far side of the village beyond the west wall. The light
would cast shadows from every building in my direction. It was part of what
made my hiding spot so good.


I
think I was the first to see the dragon. It came from the west and was a small
blot on the sun. The size of the monster played tricks on my eyes and I thought
at first that it was a bird that was close to the village. The flapping of its
wings caught my attention and I watched as it flew closer, at first only
curious at what kind of bird could be so large.


Someone
screamed nearby. Someone near me that was far enough from the west wall to see
over it. I was the first to see the dragon but not the first to recognize what
it was. The last image of it flying toward us will forever be fuel for my
nightmares. The dragon’s body eclipsed the sun and then continued to grow as it
neared us, blocking it out completely and engulfing our entire village in its
shadow.


There
was a moment of quiet as the dragon hovered over the village. I could see the
people in the market as still and silent as I was, either gripped and stilled
by terror or holding their breath and hoping the monster would decide to leave
us alone.


Fire
came around the dragon’s body from its wings and tail, swirling together in
blues and reds and oranges. Each flap of its wings increased the intensity of
the blaze and flames came together and covered its body like a cloak. 


The
people in the market began to stir but it was too late. The fire surged forward
and coalesced at the dragon’s snout, packed tightly together as a vibrating
ball of molten heat. There was a roar from the monster as the ball of fire was
hurtled down into the middle of the village and it hit like the sun itself had
crashed into us.


The
silence had been broken with the dragon’s roar and screams came out muffled
amongst the crackling fire. There was a crater in the middle of the village and
the people that had been standing there weren’t burning or dead but were simply
gone, obliterated by the fire. Those that had been nearby were corpses and
burned, darker shapes in the fire. Others were running through the flames
wailing as each step brought them more pain. There was no where they could run
that wasn’t burning.


The
dragon flew forward again and I felt marching footsteps above my head on the
wall. The guards of the village were responding and gathered to shoot their
arrows at the monster. Shouts and bellowed orders joined the sounds of
shrieking people and collapsing homes as they crumpled from the fire.


The
dragon must have swooped down over the wall. The bodies of guards were shot
into the village and fell from the wall in front of me. Some were burning, some
fell in pieces, and others weren’t dead until they hit the ground with a
sickening crunch.


Smoke
was heavy in the air. Most of the buildings had been made of wood and the fire
seemed to have spread to them all. The dragon came back again and landed this
time, putting its claws down through the fire on the ground as if it were
nothing and could do him no harm.


Arrows
flew from the last few guards on the wall and bounced off the dragon like twigs
being thrown at a rock. The beast ignored them and turned his head to the
tavern near the middle of the village. It was one of the only stone buildings
that we had and stood on the outer edge of where the ball of fire had landed.


The
dragon began to flap his wings and the smoke was blasted clear from the air. I
saw fire once again gathering around the dragon’s body but it spewed forward
this time, coming around the dragon’s mouth in a stream of fire instead of
condensing together. The flames filled the tavern in seconds and an explosion
thundered out from it. The roof popped off the walls and the building collapsed
into itself.


The
last thing I saw gave me a brief moment of hope as I lay shaking in my hiding
spot in the wall. The village wizard came into my view behind the dragon. He
was an old man but he had always done magic for children on feastdays. He could
move things without touching them and make light dance in his hands.


I
saw the wizard stop a few paces from the dragon’s tail. He was dwarfed by the
monster, his head barely reaching the same height as the dragon’s knee. I saw a
gathering of light in the wizard’s hands similar to how the fire brewed around
the dragon’s wings and tail. There was a bright flash and a bolt of lightning
arched through the air and collided with the back of the dragon’s head.


The
dragon stumbled forward from the blast and roared. It turned around, its tail
smashing through the wreckage of buildings and scattering rubble. It tilted its
head at the old wizard. He had fallen to his knees after focusing the spell. It
seemed to consider the man for a brief moment before it snapped its head down,
faster than I could ever imagine something so large moving, and chomped him in
half.


There
was so much blood. The dragon roared and took off into the air again and the
smoke returned, thicker than before. My view and hiding spot were smothered.
The last thing I remember is the sound of the dragon’s wings, beating through
the air when my vision went dark.


 


 


I don’t know how
much time passed before I woke up. My throat burned and my mouth was dryer than
I had ever felt. I became aware of my own shallow breathing and began coughing
uncontrollably. When my lungs had cleared a little I was able to move and look
around. At first I thought I was blind, but I rubbed my eyes and cleared them
of ash and peered out again. My eyes could see but it was too dark to make out
anything.


I
felt out for the edge of the wall and pulled myself up. My muscles ached but I
suddenly felt uncomfortable and anxious in the small slot in the wall. My hands
groped the wooden surface on top of the wall and slipped from it. There was a
layer of ash over it. I rubbed my fingers through it and cleared some of it
away. I felt some of it fall into my hair.


When
the wood felt clear enough I gripped the edge and pulled myself up like I had
done hundreds of times before. I propped myself up and out of the wall but my
fingers had collected too much of the ash and some of it still clung to the
wood. I tried awkwardly to squirm back into the hole but I pulled myself out too
far. My fingers slipped away and I fell clear from the wall and down below.


I
landed on the bodies of the guards. It didn’t register at first. The shock of
the fall that should have broken my back ended without the spasm of pain I
expected. When I struggled to get upright and found that I was amongst a pile
of body parts and corpses, the horror of the dragon’s slaughter hit me harder
than the fall.


My
feet slipped in blood and ash but I never stopped clambering to get away from
the dead men and women. When I was finally clear of them I raced along the
bottom of the wall and out from the ruined houses. I sprinted into what
remained of the market and fell on my knees.


Most
of the fires had burned away but smoke still streamed out in scattered places
around the village. There were still embers among the collapsed buildings and
stalls and too many charred corpses to count. The crater still sank the middle
of the clearing and the bodies closer to there were contorted in agony, as if
they were still burning after death.


I
looked down at my arms and couldn’t see my skin. It looked like I had been
climbing through a chimney. My throat was burning and I suddenly noticed how
thirsty I was. I decided I’d walk through the north gate and head to the river
from there to wash and drink. My family’s house was near the gate and I thought
I would see my parents and sisters on my way.


I
was still a child. The idea hadn’t occurred to me yet. My parents stood like
invincible pillars in my life, strong and powerful. That the dragon had killed
them too didn’t occur to me until I was standing at the north gate, looking at
the blackened, exposed frame of our house. Something was still burning inside
and I couldn’t look. I walked through the gate with tears running down my face,
mixing with the soot and stinging my eyes.


When
I reached the river I fell back on my knees. Even out here, a few moments from
the village, the ground was littered with the burn remnants of our home. The
surface of the river was sick with it, a murky gray, and I wept harder at the
sight of it. My parents had been fishermen. They had their own stall in the
market. The thought of them next to the soiled river made me hysterical.


I
don’t know how long I spent there. It must have been late in the evening when I
walked through the gate and it was deep into the night when I finally stopped
sobbing and screaming. No one came to check on me.


The
night sky was heavy with clouds and it started to rain as I walked up stream,
far away enough that the water was still clean enough to drink. It hurt to
swallow the water but I was too thirsty to care. I had intended to wade in the
shallow parts of the river to clean myself but the rain was hard enough that I
didn’t bother. It was washing me well enough.


I
looked back at the village and the same rain falling hard through the smoke
that still snaked up from inside the walls. The fires would be extinguished but
it was already too late. In the distance I saw lightning branch out across the
sky and panic grabbed me when the thunder came several seconds later. It was
like the roar of the dragon.


I
ran from the sound without thinking. The hairs raised on my back as if
something was about to snatch me from behind. I ran from the village and
through the farms around it. Each time the thunder boomed it seemed closer to
me, and my mind imagined how a dragon could hide itself in such a noise. The
image of the dragon parting through the storm clouds was fixed in my mind. I
couldn’t run fast enough.


The
ruined farms were a blur to me in the dark. They hadn’t been spared in the
attack. There were no farm animals left alive and the fields I ran through were
empty. I ran without even knowing where I was going until I spotted the edge of
the forest in the dark. My childish mind decided that I could hide from
anything in the trees, darting between trunks and hidden under the branches and
leaves.


When
I first entered the forest the loudest explosion of thunder yet erupted in the
sky, reminding me of the sound of the tavern bursting open from the dragon’s
fire. I’m still not sure if what I heard next was actually the dragon’s shriek
through the rain or only my imagination, but it was enough to keep me running
through the trees and deeper into the forest.


Some
days I have felt that it was cowardly to run from noises. On my most bitter
days I hate that I didn’t have the courage to stay behind and at least bury
parents. Especially now, years later, that I know how they were defiled in the
months after the attack. On better days I know that a child should not be
blamed for running from the monster that had just reduced his home to a husk.


I
didn’t see the tower in the distance and I didn’t know how far I had ran. I
stepped on the stone foundation around the tower and stopped in shock, and my
lungs and legs began throbbing the moment they were given a rest.


The
tower was dark and blended in with the shadows of the forest. It should have
been a foreboding, dreadful sight, but my clothes were soaked and clung to my
skin. My chest felt hot and raw from running so hard but the rest of my body
was cold from the rain. The tower looked welcoming in comparison to the
drenched forest.


I
walked up to the tower door unaware that this was about to become my home. A
place of danger and magic, but nevertheless my home and prison for sixteen
years.











Chapter Two


 


 


The door was made
of the same kind of stone as the rest of the tower. It was large and heavy and
had a handle carved into the stone itself. I was a small boy and it was a
strain to pull the door open. My feet scuffed and slipped along the floor to
gain only a tiny amount of movement. I had to stop and rest a few times before
the door finally budged enough that I could see inside.


The
interior looked dark and I had a final moment of doubt before the storm blasted
in the sky above the tower. It felt like the thunder was chasing me and I
started to press myself through the doorway. I squeezed my way into the small
opening and then rushed to close the door behind me.


The
storm seemed to be picking up and the wind howled, pressing against the door
and helping me close it with a loud slam. The sound echoed through the hallway
and up through the tower. I walked cautiously down the hall in the dark.


It
was a dozen or so paces before I reached the central chamber of the tower. It
was a large, circular room that ran the entire height of the building. There
was a staircase that spiraled along the interior wall. I saw at least two
closed doors at different levels along the stairs. I guessed they led to rooms
built into the inner wall of the tower. The rest of the room was hollow and I
could see the roof far above my head.


The
tower was easily the largest building I had ever been in. Despite the fear I
had felt outside, I had a quiet moment of wonder at the size of it. Along the
stairs I spotted narrow windows that shimmered with each flash of lightning.
The sound of thunder was muffled by being inside but it still set me on edge.


I
dripped water everywhere as I walked around the ground floor, not wanting to
brave the stairs yet. There was a table and a few chairs in the middle of the
room. The table was bare except for a layer of dust. There was a second door on
the opposite side of the room. This one was made of wood and was smaller than
the front door.


I
walked toward the second door and was about to place my hands on it when I
heard a noise from upstairs. It sounded like another door being closed and I
froze in place. There had been no lightning so it wasn’t thunder. My mind
leaped to the conclusion that it was the dragon landing on top of the tower but
I forced it aside. The sound hadn’t been loud enough for that.


The
thought of monsters was enough to get my imagination going. Every story I had
heard about abandoned buildings came back all at once. Travelers would talk
about trolls claiming empty buildings and hunting out of them, killing and
eating anything. Others spoke of spirits and the undead, former owners
lingering on after they had passed not willing to give up their homes.


The
tower suddenly seemed colder and darker and a shiver ran down my back like
hands on either side of my spine. I could hear footsteps now, coming down the
stairs, but I didn’t wait to hear anything else. I darted across the room and
back into the hallway. I crashed into the door and started to push.


The
wind worked against me now and my feet skidded along the floor uselessly. I
could feel the wind creeping through the tiny gaps between the door frame,
hissing at me as I struggled against the stone. Even throwing my weight against
the door wouldn’t shift it.


I
turned as the footsteps drew closer and put my back against the door. I slid
down onto the floor and huddled together, hoping that I could maybe hide in the
dark from whatever monster was coming to eat me. I thought of how the village
wizard was bitten in half and wanted to scream.


There
was a moment of quiet where all I could hear were the footsteps and my own
heart racing, waiting to explode at the sight of a monster and save myself from
the pain of being eaten. I took shallow breaths that grew more rapid as the
shadows around the hallway began to fade from a light being drawn toward them.
Whatever was coming down the stairs must have been holding a torch.


I
didn’t have the foresight to grasp that a light meant fire until the man was
standing at the end of the hall. The flames danced and were not on a torch, but
suspended above one of his hands stretched out in front of him. I couldn’t
control my fear anymore and I screamed.


The
man clamped his hand together and the fire was extinguished, plunging us back
into darkness. My eyes had already begun to adjust to the light and I was
blinded for a few seconds now that it was gone. I kept staring at where I had
just seen the man and started to press tightly back against the door, as if
backing away from him could somehow protect me.


There
was a bright flash, a lightning bolt that must have struck near the tower that
illuminated the inside through the windows. The thunder came less than a second
after it and I saw the man during the flash. He was walking toward me, his eyes
locked on my face as though he knew exactly where I was.


“Who
are you?” he said, not coldly but not warmly either.


“Bryce,”
I stammered out and closed my eyes.


“What
are you doing here?”


He
wasn’t a troll or a zombie, and he hadn’t struck me yet, but he was still a
strange man who seemed to be able to hold fire in his hand. I kept my eyes
closed and kept bracing to be attacked at any moment.


“A
dragon came to our village,” I answered. “It killed everyone. I ran away. The
village isn’t even there anymore.”


A
moment passed in silence and then I heard his footsteps again, moving away from
me and back down the hall. I opened my eyes slowly and saw him standing in the
main chamber.


“Come
inside then. Let’s have a look at you.”


The
man turned around and faced the table in the middle of the room. It looked like
he placed something on it and a warm light began to emanate from on top of it.
His body blocked whatever it was from my view but it was bright enough to reach
into the hallway.


I
got to my feet and took my first steps slowly. When I reached the end of the
hallway I took a single step into the room and watched the man’s back,
expecting him to turn around and grab me when I got close enough. When he did
turn around I squeezed my eyes shut and flinched.


“I’m
not going to hurt you,” he said, but once again he didn’t sound friendly.


I
opened my eyes once more and found him looking at me. He ran his eyes up and
down me as if he was sizing me up, or trying to puzzle out something that was
bothering him. I looked back at him and kept my mouth closed. His face showed
signs of age but it was difficult to judge how old he was with his back to the
light.


“You
were running from this dragon and came in here to get out of the rain?” he
asked with his eyes on my own. He looked agitated by my presence.


I
nodded. The man stepped aside after seeing my answer and I looked directly at
the fire on the table. It was the same fire he had been holding before but it
was standing on the table, standing as if it had legs. It looked like a figure
of a person, no taller than a drinking glass, made out of yellow fire and
surrounded by red waving flames. It had no eyes but I could feel it looking at
me.


My
breathing became elevated to the point that it was audible. I dug my fingertips
into my palms and forced myself not to scream out of fear that I might anger
this man who had what looked like a pet made out of fire. What looked like the
head portion tilted to the side as if it was studying me.


He
turned his head to me when he heard my breathing and narrowed his eyes. He then
turned to the table and an alarmed expression washed over his face. He snatched
at the figure of fire and plucked something from its chest. The light was
snuffed out and the fire was gone. I saw something sparkle in the man’s hand
but he quickly dropped it in his pocket.


“Sorry,”
he said. “A dragon just burned down your village. My friend must look
frightening to you.”


My
breathing lessened and I felt the tension ease in my shoulders. I said nothing
and only looked at the man.


“Well
Bryce, I have more questions but you must be exhausted. Follow me. We can talk
in the morning,” he said as he started walking toward the stairs.


His
voice sounded warmer now and I watched him with suspicion. I wasn’t sure what
to think of the man and looked back at the hallway and the way out. The storm
seemed to be passing but the door would still be too heavy to open before the
man caught me. I had no choice but to follow him.


I
climbed the stairs behind him and followed his lead around the inside of the
tower. There was no banister or railing to hold onto and the stairs were open
and exposed. I felt increasingly nervous and unsteady with each step. I was
thankful when we stopped at the first door we came to but my curiosity got the
better of me. I peered over the edge of the stairs and down into the dark. I
had never been up so high before, and we weren’t even half way up the tower.


When
I turned around the man had already opened the door and stepped inside. The
room was far darker than the central chamber and I saw that it had no windows.
He held a hand out in front of him and a light began to glow on each of his
fingertips. It trailed out from them and swirled into the room like dust being
caught in the wind. 


The
lights were different colors at first: specks of green, blue, and red. In the
center of the room they drew together and joined, like droplets of water
merging together on a window in the rain. United, the lights glowed a pure
white into the room that initially hurt my eyes. It didn’t stop me from staring
at it in awe.


“How?”
I heard myself ask before I could stop myself. I wanted to slam a hand over my
mouth.


“Questions
are for tomorrow,” he replied. “You must be tired after running so far.”


My
legs began to ache as if they were acknowledging what I just heard. The man
gestured to the bed across the room and I walked toward it. The bed was low to
the ground and had a few fur pelts instead of a blanket. I sat on it and looked
around at the rest of the room. The only other furniture was a chamber pot and
a table and chair in the far corner. There were no other doors. This was the
only room on this floor.


“Sleep
now.”


The
man turned and began to walk away. The events of the day and running through
the forest seemed ready to come crashing down on me and send me to sleep. I was
about to lay down when the sphere of light blinked out and left me in total
darkness. Despite trying to stay on guard I must have made some sort of noise
because the man turned back to me.


A
moment passed as he considered what to do and then he walked across the room
away from me. I couldn’t see him in the dark but I could hear him moving. A
loud scraping noise rang throughout the room as he dragged the table and chair
toward the bed. When he was finished he sat down and spoke to me.


“You’ve
seen that I can use magic. Unfortunately it’s not possible to leave a light in
here with you unless I light a candle. That means a little fire. Are you okay
with that instead of being left in the dark?”


Stupidly,
I nodded my answer, but he must have been able to see me somehow because a
small flame sprung to life in front of me. I recoiled from it but didn’t take
my eyes off it. The fire was between his index finger and thumb as if he was
pinching it together. I was caught between both fear and wonder of it. I
thought of the wizard in my village and how he had never been able to create
fire like this man could.


“This
tower is full of magic and secrets. Some of them are dangerous,” the man
explained. “Others are helpful.”


I
watched his hand holding the fire move across the table. There was a candle on
it. He held his hand next to the wick and looked to be ready to transfer the
fire to it when he stopped. I saw an odd smile cross his lips as if he had just
remembered the punchline of an old joke. He gave a short laugh and then let the
flame catch on top of the candle.


“This
candle is the helpful kind of magic. As long as it stays in the tower it will
never melt or run out. The fire will stay lit as long as you don’t blow it out.
Do you understand?”


“Yes,”
I whispered, my eyes full of the candle’s flame. I watched the flame shift into
a bright blue and then settle on a warm yellow.


“Good,”
he said. “Sleep as long as you need. We’ll talk in the morning.”


The
man rose to his feet and walked out of the room. I watched the door close
before I lay back on the bed. The candle stayed alight as he promised, and I
stared at it with a mix of wonder and fear as it calmly sat on top of the
table. I shifted under the furs and my body heat slowly collected and warmed
the bed. I fell asleep.


 


 


My nightmares
started that night. They were a regular occurrence during the next few years
and I never went more than a few weeks without having one. Over time I began to
recognize them and even predict how they would torment me. Even armed with that
knowledge they still terrified me. I would scream myself awake and then lay in
bed stunned for a few minutes.


The
nightmares were always focused on one specific thing that happened during the
dragon’s attack. 


Sometimes
it would be my fall from my hiding place and I would land in the ruins to find
them covered in dead bodies. There were so many of them, too many to each have
a home in our small village, and yet I was forced to wade through them. My feet
would slip as the bodies compressed and squished together under my feet. When I
fell my face would land in dead flesh with a sickening slapping sound.


Other
times I would be swimming in the polluted river. Each time I would break
through the surface I would be covered in a thick film of congealed smoke and
soot. I would hear my parents calling to me from their boat on the river where
they were fishing. I would remember falling from the boat and I would try to
swim back to them but my eyes were always covered in the sludge. No matter how
hard I tried to clear my eyes, I could never see them and their voices would
float away as they went down the river. The dream would end when I drowned.


On
that night, my first in the tower, I dreamed of the dragon. I was on top of the
wall instead of my hiding spot. I would already be staring at the dragon’s
silhouette in the middle of the sun and I was already afraid, knowing what it
was. The shape of it would grow larger in the light until I was sure no one
could not notice it, but the people below carried on their normal business. I
shouted down at them but none of them heard me.


The
dragon continued its approach until the sun was blocked out completely. The
blue sky changed into a starless night and still the people did not react. I screamed
at them. I screamed every bad word that my parents ever punished me for saying
and still they stayed calm. Some of them were laughing.


When
I gave up the dragon was nearly above the village and I stared helplessly at
it, waiting for it to stop flying and cremate the village. That was when the
nightmare became its most twisted. The dragon kept flying and growing larger.
It would swell and engulf my sight, dwarfing the village and everything behind
it. I couldn’t look anywhere without seeing part of the monster.


Inexplicably,
in the way dreams often are, I still saw the dragon when I turned around. My
last resort would be to close my eyes and the nightmare would slowly release
me. I would hear more laughing from the people below the wall and I would suddenly
realize my eyes were open and that I was staring into my bedroom. That was how
I woke up on my first day in the tower.


It
was a surreal experience to leave a dream in such a way but to also wake up in
a room that I didn’t immediately recognize. I don’t think I had ever woken up
in any other place but my family home in the morning light before that day. My
new room was just as dark as it had been before I went to sleep.


The
candle was still burning on the table as the man had promised and its soft light
made the room feel warm. I got out of bed and looked more closely at it. The
candle was still as white and plump as it had been the night before. It looked
brand new. I ran a fingertip around the top rim of it and then on the wood of
the tabletop below it. There was no sign of any melted wax or residue anywhere.
For some reason I found this flame comforting and smiled at it.


My
smile faded as I looked to the door of my room. There was a sliver of light in
the crack below it and I remembered that I was alone with a strange man who
could hold fire in his hands. That fire seemed chaotic and wild to me. I
remembered his pet that seemed to be made out of that fire and I hoped that I
was awake before him. I intended to sneak out before he could catch me.


The
door wasn’t locked when I gently pried it open and that surprised me. Despite
that, I opened it as quietly as I could and crept out of the room. Daylight
sliced into the tower through long, narrow windows along the walls. I still
wasn’t comfortable on the stairs and kept my arm pressed against the wall as I
made my way down.


At
the bottom I found the man sitting at the table, as if he had been waiting for
me. My heart sank and I silently berated myself for not peeking over the stairs
before I came down them. A moment passed during which we both looked at each
other in the brighter light. I found that he was not as old as I originally
judged him and I guessed that he must have been at least younger than my
father. After I made that connection I almost saw my father in the stranger and
had to fight back tears.


He
motioned to the chair on the opposite side of the table and I took my place
there. His clothes looked a little strange, and I couldn’t decide if it was
their color or material that seemed odd. His hair was cut short and he looked
strong to me. His arms and jaw were firm instead of flabby and rounded like
most of the men I had seen in my village.


On
the table between us were an assortment of things. There was a bucket of water,
a few plates, cups, and utensils. What caught my attention, however, was the
pile of gemstones laid out in front of the man. It had been dark the previous
night but not so much that I wouldn’t have noticed them. He must have brought
them out while I was asleep.


I
had only seen one gem in my life before that moment. The village wizard had
owned it and liked to tell stories about how much magic was contained within
it. He had made it glow and float for us once and then clutched it protectively
from me and the rest of the children when we wanted a closer look.


This
man had at least a few dozen on the table. They were a variety of colors,
shades, and sizes. Some were transparent green, a pale water blue, and blood
red. Some were small and smooth, while others looked too large to fit in my hand
and were jagged and rough. Most of them had scratches and scuff marks on them
like they had been pried out of something.


“Bryce,
you said. Your name is Bryce,” the man said suddenly.


It
was a statement rather than a question but I still nodded an answer.


“You
must be hungry,” he pointed to my belly.


I
felt a rumble from my stomach as if it was capable of hearing what was said.


“Yes,”
I said. “Sir.” I added.


The
man picked up one of the gemstones. It was one of the small ones, and was a
bright red, nearly pink. He held it arms length away between the index and
middle finger on his right hand. He closed his eyes and released the gemstone
but it didn’t fall. It hovered in place and then began to bob through the air
toward the large plate in the middle of the table.


I
saw the man close his eyes and furrow his brows together as the gem moved. It
looked like he was trying very hard to remember something from long ago. He
seemed to find it and when he opened his eyes he flicked his hand at the
floating gem and it burst to life with a flash of light. The display was so
bright that I had to lift my arms to shield my eyes from it.


I
smelled the food before I saw it. Roast beef, onions, potatoes, and carrots. I
didn’t believe it until I opened my eyes and saw the food glistening on the
plate. It was enough food to keep my family fed for days. My stomach lurched
angrily at me that I wasn’t already eating it.


Looking
back, I should have been more suspicious of food created from magic even if it
did turn out to be harmless. I hadn’t eaten in more than a day which felt like
a lifetime for a growing boy. I began to eat immediately.


“That
wasn’t right,” the man said quietly to himself. I halted in place with my mouth
and hands full of food, realizing that I hadn’t asked permission to eat. I
expected to be punished but he didn’t even seem to notice what I was doing. He
sat shaking his head to himself and I resumed eating.


At
some point the man joined me in the meal. He picked at the food while I
shoveled it in my mouth as fast as I could, worried that it might be taken
away. He filled our cups with water from the bucket and I drank deeply between
mouthfuls of beef.


I
looked at the man several times throughout the meal, prepared to face some sort
of comment about eating quickly with my hands or with disregard for all manners
and etiquette. Each time the man simply watched me, seemingly content to let me
eat and drink as much as I pleased. When I was finally finished, I sat back and
was shocked at how much food still remained on the platter. The man smiled at
me.


“Feel
better?”


I
nodded.


“Good.
We have some things to do today but I said we would talk. Ask your questions
first. Maybe you’ll answer mine in the process.”


My
heart sank and I was once again leery of the man. Things to do meant work or
chores. I still didn’t know why this man was being so nice to me. I thought of
the monsters I had been afraid of the night before. Could trolls or monsters
disguise themselves as people? Was he fattening me up to eat? I looked around the
room and thought it was quite clean for just one man. Did he keep children
locked away somewhere to do his work? My mind raced.


“What
are you?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.


The
man laughed. It was a good, infectious laugh, that got deeper toward the end as
if there was another joke I was too young to work out.


“Oh,
what am I? A fair question. It is, really. I am a wizard. I am a man too, like
you will be someday. But I am also a wizard. Magic is the only thing that makes
us different.”


I
nodded as if I understood. I suspected that I didn’t really. The laugh had only
eased me a little.


“What
is your name?” I asked.


“I
don’t have a name,” he said, and then continued talking when he saw the look on
my face. “I was born here, in the tower. I was raised in the tower. There have
been people and,” he hesitated, looking for the right word, “things here
over the years, but no need for names. I am part of the tower more than
anything. Call me that if you wish. Tower.”


The
way he had said things made me shudder. It made me think of the dragon.
I thought of it breaking into the tower and eating me, finishing the job of
eating everyone in the village it just destroyed. I had one more question.


“Do
dragons ever come here?”


Tower
shook his head.


“How
do you know?”


“Everything
in here has some magic of a sort. Nothing can enter the tower usually. It
protects itself. You can’t see it until you’re close, and there’s a spell that
gently pushes people and animals away, like a feeling of dread or something bad
up ahead if they’re getting too close. The only reason you found it is because
you were running from something that scared you even more than the spell.”


I
remembered how I didn’t notice the building until I was almost standing on the
stones. I felt a little safer, but I wasn’t entirely convinced yet.


“But
what about those things you said?” I made a face when I said the word.
“How did they come here?”


He
leaned forward on the table and rested his chin on his hands. I watched him
collect his thoughts and mull over how to say whatever it was he wanted to tell
me. I shifted in my chair.


Before
he spoke he stretched out a hand and pointed it to the door on the other side
of the room, the wooden one that I had tried to approach before I heard Tower
coming down the stairs.


“That
door,” he said. “I told you that this place is magical. Your room has that
candle. There are other objects around the tower. Some places are safe. Others
are dangerous. That door leads to the most dangerous place of all.”


My
eyes were locked on the door. He was still pointing at it.


“Do
you have anywhere to go?” he asked.


“What?”


“A
dragon destroyed your home. You said so last night. Do you have anywhere to
go?”


He
lowered his hand as I lowered my eyes. I shook my head.


“You
can stay here then, for as long as you like. You’ll have to help me and some
days there may be a lot to do. If you find that it’s too much you can leave. In
return for helping me I will provide you with food and a roof over your head.
Does that sound acceptable?”


I
turned and looked to the stone door, the one that opened to the forest, and
thought about my chances outside. I had never traveled anywhere but my home
village. I had heard about other settlements further up the roads and had met
travelers from them. I didn’t know how far they were or how they would react to
an orphan boy and that’s only if I didn’t get caught by the dragon.


The
word orphan stuck in my head and I felt my lips tremble. I forced them to stop
before I turned back and faced Tower. I nodded once.


“Good,”
he said. “For now you must not go exploring unless I am with you. There are a
lot of empty rooms in the tower but not all of them are safe. You can go
outside but if you step away from the tower’s stones you may not be able to
find your way back here again. Under no circumstances, however, are you allowed
to open that door. You must never go near it unless I am with you.”


He
was pointing once again to the wooden door.


“What’s
in there?” I leaned forward as I asked.


“No,”
he shook his head and jabbed his finger at the door. “No, you cannot be curious
about this. This place is dangerous for a curious mind. If you do not agree to
these rules then you can be on your way. Do you understand?”


I
was young back then and curiosity was part of my nature. I tried my best to
cast any thoughts of what might be behind the door out of my mind. It had only
been a few moments but now that I had agreed to stay the thought of being cast
out where the dragon could swoop down and gobble me up frightened me. I didn’t
stop nodding until Tower stopped pointing at the door.


“Good,”
he said gently. “Any other questions?”


“That
fire last night. The fire person on the table. What was that?”


“Ah,”
he said and smiled. “That’s a friend of mine. He’s what wizards call a
familiar. A companion of sorts. You won’t see him again for a while. I
understand what fire must mean to you now.”


I
felt guilty but he was correct. Even knowing that the creature might be
friendly didn’t make me feel any better about fire that was alive. 


I
had no other questions after that and we both got out of our chairs. Tower
headed for the stairs but stopped after he saw me eyeing the food, wondering if
it was safe to leave it out as it was going to waste away. He stood next to the
platter on the table and placed both of his hands over it.


“Come
closer,” he said. “Let me show you another spell.”


The
effect left his fingers in a similar way that light had the night before. There
were small sparks from his fingers that traveled through the air like drops of
water, displacing the light as it passed through them. They quickly landed and
scattered over the food and formed together, shaping itself to the contents of
the plate and hardening like a sheet of ice.


Tower
lowered his hands and we both assessed the finish result. The food looked
frozen but oddly didn’t look cold. It looked more like it was trapped in glass.
He directed me to place my hand on the barrier and I did so, finding it to be
neither warm nor cold. I couldn’t feel the heat coming through from the food.


“How?”
I asked.


“Maybe
later I’ll think of a way to explain it to you. Follow me now.”











Chapter Three


 


 


We walked up the
stairs. Tower took each step casually close to the open edge while I kept at
the wall. We passed the first door that led to my room and continued going up.
Half way up the tower when we came to the second door and stopped.


“My
room and study are in here. If you ever need me this is where I’m most likely
to be. Always knock first. If I’m in the middle of a new spell and you come in
at the wrong time things might, well, explode.”


I
looked up with wide eyes and he grinned at me.


“I’ll
show you around inside there one day. Let’s keep moving,” he said while he
turned back to the stairs.


We
passed a few more doors as we climbed and Tower explained that each one was
empty and unused like my room. My legs were aching by the time we reached the
top of the tower and I couldn’t bring myself to look over the edge. There was a
final door at the top that I guessed opened out onto the roof.


I
looked at Tower when he didn’t open the door and found him crouched against the
wall. He had his hands against the stone and I knelt next to him to see what he
was looking at.


“Did
you notice this as we climbed up here?”


I
leaned in closer to see his hands. There was a channel that was carved into the
stonework in the wall. I put one of my fingers against the stone below it and
traced it to my right and found that it continued down along the stairs,
declining at the same pace as each step did. The channel was fairly deep and
had been worked at such an angle that a ridge was on the lower portion of it.


“It
follows the stairs all the way down to the bottom,” Tower explained. “And look
here.”


I
followed his finger to the door and noticed that the channel continued into its
frame. I was more interested now and I eagerly followed him outside and onto
the roof.


We
had stepped outside for only a few seconds before I realized my mistake. The
roof was mostly empty and reached above the trees. The sky was open all around
me and the sun was bright and warm and I was terrified to look at it. I felt
more exposed and vulnerable than I did running through the forest the night
before.


I
tried to convince myself that the tower was magical and could remain unseen to
animals and monsters. I believed there was such a spell, it made sense
considering how I hadn’t seen such a huge building, but I doubted that it could
fool a dragon. Still I forced myself to stay put and not run back inside. I
didn’t want to look cowardly in front of Tower.


There
was a small part of the tower that jutted out from the roof that the door was
built into. There was a barrel next to it but the rest of the roof was empty.
Tower waved me to stand next to him and I slowly shifted on my feet.


“Watch
now. Follow the groove in the wall,” he said and traced it with his finger. It
stopped abruptly at one section of the wall and he pressed his hand against it.
The stone compressed to his touch and he slid it upwards, revealing it to be a
thin slab rather than a full stone.


There
was a compartment hidden behind it and I saw the same channel continue into it
and end at a large bowl shape that had dug into the bottom of the stone. I
couldn’t work out what I was looking at and frowned.


Tower
turned from me and faced the barrel now. There was a tap on the closest side of
it and rain water came spilling out of it after he turned it. I made a face at
it and couldn’t think of any possible use for dirty rain water on the roof.


“Did
we drink that?”


He
laughed and shook his head.


“No,
but watch.”


He
stuck a hand in his pocket and took out three small gemstones, the same kind as
the one he had used to create our breakfast. These stones were a lot brighter
than the previous one, and were a variety of colors. One was white, one was a
particularly vibrant blue, and the final was black. He held them in one hand
and cupped his free hand in the stream of water.


He
stretched out his hand to me so I could see the water. It was murky and a
little dark. He passed his other hand over the pooled water and dropped the
gemstones into it. A few seconds passed before I saw the reaction. The white
and blue gems became pale and began to glow, while the black gem became even
darker.


Initially
I thought the water was becoming clear, but I soon realized that it was glowing
along with the gems. A few moments later I saw that the water was being filled
with that light, brimming with fragments of it. They sparkled like hundreds of
tiny stars 


“Here.
Try holding them,” he said. 


He
parted his fingers just enough so only the water drained away. The gems
reverted back to their previous state. I held my hands out and cupped them
together. He placed the stones in them.


Both
of my hands could barely hold the water that only one of Tower’s did, and I
held my hands under the tap for only a second. I gazed down at them and watched
them react in the same way they had in his hand, only I also felt the water
warm up as it grew brighter. It felt like the water vibrated around the gems
and sent a pleasurable tingle up my forearms.


“How
does it work? Are you making this happen?” I asked excitedly. I had all but
forgotten how afraid I had been a few minutes before.


“I
only got it started. The gems are the source of magic. Here, place them into
the bowl.” 


I
did as he asked and watched the water continue to shimmer in the stone
compartment in the wall. 


I
found myself judging Tower again as he strained to drag the water barrel closer
to the wall. I was trying to work out how this wizard was so different than the
one we had in our village. That man had been old and thin, with barely any
muscle or fat as though the magic melted any sign of health from his bones. On
the other hand, Tower was strong and looked more like the swordsmen that
guarded our walls than someone who cast spells.


When
he was finished the barrel pressed against the wall and the tap was directly
over the stone bowl. It suddenly dawned on me what the channel was for, and
that the water would glow all the way down along the stairs of the tower.


“Most
of magic is about manipulating energy, and the potential of that energy,” Tower
explained as the water began to run through the stones. “Gems are a form of
that energy, trapped and compressed tightly as layers of solid matter over
thousands of years.”


“Okay,”
I looked at him without a single sign of comprehension. I was too young to
understand or follow what he was saying, no matter how interested I was. He
must have realized this and smiled and placed a hand on top of my head.


“I’ll
think of a better way to explain it later. For now, just think of the gems like
trapped sunlight. I made a tiny hole in each of them with a spell and now the
sunlight is leaking out. So when we do this,” he pointed to the stream of water
falling against the gems. “The water will absorb that sunlight and carry heat
and light down throughout the tower. Do you understand?”


“Yes,”
I said. “Why wasn’t it on before, though? Didn’t you get cold?”


“I’ve
been alone here for a long time. I keep in my room mostly, where it’s easier to
heat just one room. With you here now I think it’s worth it. We’ll have to
change these gems every so often, but that won’t be a problem.”


“Where
do you get the gems from?”


“Ha!”
He grinned at me. “So many questions, which I’m sure will make you have even
more questions. I will show you one day, I promise. For now I need you to do
something. We don’t want to flood the tower, so go back downstairs and yell up
to me when the water gets all the way down so I know to turn the tap off.”


I
turned immediately to the door, excited to help and be part of a magic spell in
any way. I was a few steps from the door when Tower called to me.


“Wait.
Not so fast. Here,” he dug around in his pocket again and produced another gem.
This one was at least double the size of the others, and was a deep purple. It
was the most striking of any I had seen so far. He held it out to me.


“Take
this with you. When the water gets to the bottom, it should drip out onto the
floor. Where the drips land you should find a small impression on the floor—a
small dent. This gem should fit perfectly into it. Place it there when you get
down.


I
cradled the gem carefully on my way down the tower, both fascinated and
frightened by the magic that was held within it. At each doorway I stopped to
let the water catch up and build to more than a trickle. I watched to see how
it would flow passed each door and discovered that the channel dropped down
into the floor and would continue from there. It would stretch out horizontally
back into the wall and then revert back to its spiral following the stairs.


The
water was glowing the entire time I walked along with it. When I reached the
lowest door, the one that led to my room, I had gotten too far ahead of the
stream and knelt down to wait for it. I ran my finger along the water when it
reached me and found that it was warmer than when I had held it on the roof.
There were dust particles, dirt, and grime that had been swept up in the water
that dulled the glow of the light. I guessed that it would take some time until
the channel was washed clean.


I
raced down the stairs and regained my lead on the water. On the final few steps
I traced along the end of the channel and followed it into the wall and down
into the floor. Sure enough there was a small slot that looked to be the
perfect size for the gem I carried. I placed it carefully inside and jerked my
hand back when it seemed to snap in place, as if the floor pulled and latched
onto it.


The
water took a few minutes to reach the bottom and I sat on the floor, legs
crossed, and waited for it. The water came out in scattered drips at first, and
I watched with singular interest as the droplets fell from the channel and down
onto the purple gem. The stone didn’t seem to be doing anything that I could
see and I began to worry that I did something wrong.


A
minute or two passed and I realized that the water should have filled up the
hole and be threatening to soak my boots. I couldn’t bring myself to touch the
gem but I felt around the slot and found it to be dry. The gem didn’t look like
it was glistening or submerged in water either.


I
gasped when I worked out what it was doing. The gem was catching the water and
making it vanish. I got on my feet and took a deep breath, preparing my lungs
to shout as loud as I possibly could up the tower.


“The
water is here!” I roared and my voice echoed and bounced up the walls.


I
heard something respond to my shout but I couldn’t make it out clearly. I held
my breath and focused on my hearing, trying to block out the sound of the
running water. I could feel my pulse in my ears. I heard the sound again and my
pulse became frantic when I realized what it was.


The
sound wasn’t from Tower. The sound came from the wooden door across the room.


I
turned my head slowly, as if I could ease the scare and not be startled by not
snapping my eyes to it and having its image leap out at me. Out of the corner
of my eye I saw the door and found that it was still closed. A small sensation
of relief ran through me before I heard the noise again. I dug my fingernails
into my palms and tried my best not to imagine what sort of things Tower
had meant.


The
noise was like a rush of air and in that moment I hoped it was the wind. I
stepped backwards onto the stairway and the sound seemed to react to my
footstep. Something was breathing behind the door. Something had stuck its head
into the gap below the door and was inhaling, trying to smell what was in here
to eat.


“TOWER!”
I screamed, even louder than I had yelled before, and broke into a run up the
stairs.


Something
close to a squeal came from behind the door and I felt a shiver run down my
back as if to push me faster up the steps. The stairs were a little too big for
me to run up properly and I lowered myself toward them, using my hands on the
steps above me to pull and propel myself up further. I hadn’t heard the door
break or open but I didn’t want to be anywhere near it when it did.


I
launched myself from the last step and crashed through the doorway and onto the
roof. My eyes reeled from losing balance as I tried to find Tower. He was
standing by the water barrel and regarding me strangely.


“Is
the water there?”


“No!
Yes! There’s something down there!”


He
cocked his head at me. I saw him turn the tap of the water off. Behind him, I
saw that a second purple gem had been put into a similar slot above the bowl in
the wall. Water trickled down out of it, seemingly from nowhere, and into the
bowl, keeping it full and running down the channel through the tower. It had
created a loop with the other gem.


I
couldn’t calm myself enough to appreciate the magic. I scrambled to my feet and
got away from the door. I wanted to be near Tower in case whatever the thing
was got through the door and clawed its way up the stairs to us.


“What
happened?”


“I
shouted! When the water! And then the door. I didn’t go near it, I promise.
Something is behind it! It made a noise, then I screamed, and another noise. I
ran!”


Tower’s
face tensed and he marched to the door. I heard his steps begin down the stairs
and then abruptly stop. I crept to the doorway and poked my head through and
saw that he was leaning over the stairs. He must have seen something at the
bottom because a look of confusion covered his face, as though he couldn’t
understand what he was seeing. 


I
stepped into the tower and he snapped his head at me from the sound of my
footstep. He raised a hand to his face and placed a finger over his lips. He
kept his eyes on me as he took a single step down the stairs, moving his legs
deliberately to make no noise. He extended his hand to me and I tried my best
to mimic his actions.


He
nodded once at me, seemingly satisfied. He made a swirling motion with his
finger and then turned from me to begin his silent descent down the stairs.
Despite how careful we were being I hung back by more than a dozen steps.


The
journey was tedious but the constant grunts and snuffs that I heard below us
kept me moving slowly and quietly. My legs ached from the effort but it was
better than attracting the attention of whatever monster was below us.


When
we were more than half way down the tower we stopped and both looked out over
the stairs. There was something moving around on the floor, scuffling around
the table. I saw that the wooden door had been reduced to pieces and splinters
that were strewn everywhere. Whatever the creature was it had been strong
enough to break through the door.


The
thing looked human at first and moved around on two legs and felt out the
surface of the table with two arms and hands. It didn’t seem to care that its
feet were pressing into a mess of sharp, broken wood.


I
realized it wasn’t human when it raised its head up in my direction. I stopped
the shriek that threatened to burst out of my throat when what I thought were
its eyes found me. Then another grasp of horror came around my body when I got
a clear view of its face: there were no eyes. In place of eyeballs there was
more of its sickly gray skin, draped and stretched over where a man’s eye
sockets would be. Its nose was twice the size of a human’s and dominated its
face. It inhaled deeply through its nostrils and I heard the same snuffling
noise as I did when it was first at the door. It was blind and was trying to
smell us.


When
I turned my head away from it I saw that Tower was moving down the stairs once
more. We must have been too far away for the monster to smell us and it had
returned to investigating the table. The food was still there, protected and
suspended in whatever spell that Tower had placed on it. The magic must have
confused the creature because it continued to sniff the air around it, able to
detect the lingering smell of the food that it couldn’t find with its hands.


When
Tower reached the door to my room he waved for my attention. He pointed to the
creature below us. He then pointed to his own eyes and shook his head. He
pointed to his ears and nose and nodded vigorously. He firmly jabbed the air in
front of him in a downward motion, which I took to mean to stay put. I nodded
and hoped that my comprehension was correct.


I
looked back at the creature and studied it again now that we were closer. It
was mostly hairless and made up of scrawny, stringy muscle that seemed to be
too small for the bones it covered. It looked smaller than the average person
but not by much. I saw that the thing had a pair of vicious looking claws at
the end of each arm, and that I had been wrong before to call them hands. It
scraped them in a futile attempt to find the food on the table and its claws
bit into the wood and peeled it away. 


Tower
came into my view of the creature and I turned my head to watch him. The thing
must have sensed him at the same time I did and it whipped around from the
table. It let out a screech much louder than I expected from something of its
size. It was a high pitched whine that hurt my ears and reverberated through
the stones below my feet. I let out a cry from the pain and my chest
constricted when the monster heard me and starting charging to the stairs
instead of Tower.


“Hey!
At me! Focus on me!” he yelled and stamped his feet. His boots slapped against
the stone floor.


The
creature emitted another screech and I covered my ears this time. I watched
Tower stand and let the sound pass over him as if he felt nothing at all. He
shoved a hand deep into his pocket and pulled out one of the large, rough gems
I had seen earlier that day. He gripped it tightly in his left hand and held it
behind his back while he extended his right hand in front of him, the palm of
it facing the creature.


The
next few seconds seemed to elongate and pass slowly. I wondered if it was some
sort of spell that Tower was using or simply that I was holding my breath and
clinging to the stairs, hoping that I wasn’t going to lose someone else the
very next day after losing my village.


The
monster leaped through the air at Tower. I saw flames begin to spark and spread
from his hand behind his back, extending up his arm like a curtain of fire not
unlike how the dragon had focused its fire along its body.


From
my vantage point it looked like a race: if the fire could focus and be
unleashed on the monster before it finished its jump through the air and tore
Tower to pieces. The flames came up to his shoulder and, even as things were
slowed, shot quickly across his back and along his extended arm. The monster
was nearly in striking distance when Tower twisted his hands and the fire
erupted from his fingers.


The
flames spewed from his hand and all at once things regained their normal pace.
The creature was enveloped in fire and caught in midair, suspended and kept
aloft by the force of Tower’s magic. The monster swiped through the fire as it
roared and screamed in both agony and rage. The shrieks soon turned to a howl
and to a wail and then to silence. The limbs of the thing went limp and hung
dead in the torrent of fire.


Tower
stabbed forward with his hand and a final blast knocked the creature away from
him and into the wall. It fell onto the floor, charred and burning, and I saw
the remnants of the door around the body catch fire and begin to burn alongside
it. I saw Tower put the gemstone back in his pocket. It looked to be about half
of its original size after being siphoned into the spell.


 “Bryce,”
he said, without turning to face me. “I am going down there. I want you to open
the door outside and stand in it. If anything comes out of here that isn’t me,
anything at all, you need to close the door and run. Run and don’t come back.
Understand?”


I
nodded but he didn’t turn around to confirm that I had heard him. He stepped
through the doorway and I saw his image get lost in the darkness. It looked
like there were steps leading downward but I was too scared to look. I opened
the stone door and lodged myself between it and the wall, thankful that there
was no windy storm to fight with to keep it open.


The
scattered fires around the room eventually died down, leaving small piles of
condensed ash around the floor. The table and chairs had luckily been spared
from the flames and the food that the monster had been after still sat
untouched. I tried not to look at the smoldering corpse of whatever the
creature was that Tower had fought, but curiosity got the better of me. I kept
glancing between it and the dark doorway, as if repeatedly studying the
creature would help me better identify another one.


Many
times I thought about running and weighed the possibility of the smaller
monsters with the dragon. Each time I chose the smaller ones and stayed at the
tower. It was a choice I would make time and time again over the years.


Tower
must have been gone at least a few hours. It had been warm and bright out when
he first left and it was dark and cool when he finally came back. There was a
tension in my back and chest that I didn’t realize I was keeping until I saw
him.


Both
of his hands were full. In one he grasped another lumpy bag that I guessed was
full of jewels. In the other he carried a bucket of water and I wondered how
our water came from a doorway that appeared to lead down into the ground.


He
set both items on the table and I crept into the room, still afraid of
attracting more monsters. Tower emptied the bag out onto the table and I saw
that I had been correct: a pile of gems fell out onto the table along with two
small bottles with stoppers.


He
rummaged through the gems until he found one that was as clear as glass. He
walked back to the broken doorway with it and placed it in the middle of the
opening. When he stepped back the gem stayed in the air, floating as if it was
held by an invisible string from the ceiling. I watched as the gem began to
flatten and stretch out from itself, melting out of its form and into a thin
barrier that covered the doorway.


When
he was finished the substance of gem appeared altered in more ways than being
stretched out. Tower tapped his knuckles on his magic barrier and it responded
to his touch, a ripple of light running through it. I stared at the magic
wishing I could understand it.


He
seemed satisfied with his work and came back to the table. We sat down and with
a wave of his hand the covering he had made for the food seemed to evaporate.
The smell of the food wafted around us and I was surprised to find that it was
still as warm as it had been that morning. 


“Eat.
Drink,” he said while he scooped up water from the new bucket with our cups.
“I’m sorry this happened. It’s not meant to be like this.” He stated the words
firmly, with the force of something he knew to be true driving them. “Something
must have stirred up the tunnels. Something strong enough to get through the
wards I set up. I made them stronger now.”


“Tunnels?”
I asked while my imagination already hurtled ahead. There were tunnels below
the tower?


He
dismissed the question with a wave of his hand. I began to spoon food onto a
plate to hide my disappointed. I tried to remind myself that he said I
shouldn’t be curious.


“We’ll
have to make a new door,” he said as he ate. He separated the gems with his
free hand, pushing them over the table with his finger tips and sorting them
with the dozens he had placed on the table that morning. Some of them had been
knocked onto the floor by the monster and lay discarded amongst the shards of
wood.


We
ate the rest of our meal in silence. We were too hungry to talk and I was
impressed by how much of the food we ate in just one day. Tower reapplied his
spell to preserve the food and left the table.


The
floor was a mess and we started to clean it. I gathered up the pieces of wood
while Tower scooped up the gems and put them on the table. We were nearly done
when he looked at me with a grin as though he had noticed something I hadn’t.


“Do
you like how our work paid off?” he said.


“What?”


“It’s
night now. And you can still see me, right?”


I
suddenly understood and I looked up through the interior of the building. There
was no more sunlight coming through the windows. The water that we had sent
running through the walls was shining. It was as if a vein of moonlight had
been woven through the stones of the tower.


“Bryce,”
Tower said, pulling my attention away. He handed me the two glass bottles he
had brought up with the bucket of water. “Fill these up from the stream. I’m
going to get rid of our, uh, guest here.”


I
did as he asked while he dragged the body of the monster outside. I opened the
bottles and held them carefully above the purple gem to catch the water. The
magic seemed precious to me and I tried not to waste any of it by spilling it
on the floor. When Tower returned I had finished filling both of the bottles. I
placed one on the table and held the other one in my hands.


The
water was warm and radiated a pleasant heat through the glass. I rolled the
bottle in my hands and watched the miniscule flares of light swirl around in
the water. The more I moved the bottle the more heat and light it produced.
When I shook it hard enough the individual sparks grew until they seemed to be
join into one, large gleaming source of light.


“Don’t
do that too much,” Tower said. “The magic will last a few days, maybe a week,
but less if you demand more light and heat out of it.”


I
still smiled at my new toy. It was like I had my own piece of magic now to go
along with the candle in my room. 


Tower
sat back down at the table and was fiddling with a small pouch. I guessed that
he must have found it on the body of the creature. He emptied it out next to
the pile of gemstones and I saw a mess of items spill out: some coins, bones,
scraps of dirty food, cloth, and rough shaped carvings made of stone.


“What
was that monster?” I asked as I stepped closer to the table.


“They’re
called farren. I’ve seen them before. They’re common beneath the tower. I think
they’re a distant relative to trolls. Smaller, blind cousins with paler skin.
They prefer to be cold and are susceptible to fire. They’re not very smart or
strong but almost anything can be dangerous when it’s cornered.”


“There
are a lot of them? Where do they come from? Are they the worst thing that’s
down there?”


“So
many questions,” Tower smiled. “I will tell you eventually. For now we need to
rest. We have a lot to do over the next few days. Summer is ending and we need
to prepare for winter. Don’t be afraid of what might come up from the door.
I’ve made sure that nothing can get to us. I promise.”


I
yawned and then nodded. I felt safer as I climbed the stairs. Seeing Tower put
himself in danger to protect me had made me trust him more than I realized.
However, I was just about to push open my door when he called out to me. I
turned and looked down at him over the stairs.


“You’ll
be able to get your own answers in a few days, Bryce. After the rest of the
tower is ready I’ll have to go back down into the tunnels. You should prepare
yourself, because you’ll be coming with me.”


I
saw a scowl cross over his face as if he hadn’t enjoyed saying those words. I
went to bed both excited and terrified, not knowing which was worse: reliving
the dragon’s attack in my nightmares, or a dark tunnel full of monsters.


 











Chapter
Four


 


 


A week passed
before we went below the tower. It was a relatively calm week but I was
thankful for it. After the dragon attack, witnessing Tower’s magic, and seeing
a monster that apparently came from underground, I was happy to settle into
more normal things.


Most
of my time was spent cleaning the tower and making myself familiar with it. The
channel that carried the enchanted water around needed to be cleaned often in
those early days. Dust and grime that had collected over the years gradually
came loose and clogged sections of it. I always kept an eye out for any leaks
when I traveled up and down the stairs.


The
roof was particularly dirty and Tower and I spent most of the week scraping
dirt and moss from the stones. The more time passed the more I realized the
truth in Tower’s statement about keeping to his own floor for so long. If it
weren’t for him I would have thought the tower was abandoned.


The
water barrel was emptied, both for helping us loosen the dirt on the roof and
to clean the inside of it. Tower explained that it was one of the few items
that wasn’t magical in some way and needed the usual maintenance of a mundane
item. I spent the majority of a day scrubbing at the build up of greenish mold
from the wood. I also removed clusters of dead insects and decayed plant matter
before it was pushed back upright.


Each
day was filled with tiring, slow work but I took a feeling of satisfaction from
it. I had hated doing chores in my village but in the tower it was different. I
felt like I was contributing to something and genuinely helping instead of
doing work solely because I was ordered. I didn’t feel like a child that was
constantly in the way.


The
work also gave me something to focus on and keep my mind off the loss of my
family. Each night I continued to have nightmares but I found comfort in
busying myself during the day. I wonder if a boy has any other option to deal
with such a loss or the ability to truly comprehend the death of his parents.


Our
trip down to the lower levels of the tower came suddenly one morning. I had
woken up each day dreading the looming threat of venturing down to where the things
apparently lived. My imagination had run wild with it. I imagined all sorts of
dungeons and prisons, brimming with monsters, murderers, and savage animals.
Each day I would brace myself during our breakfast and each day I would be
relieved when Tower listed simple, yet safe, tasks that had to be done.


“Ah!
There we go. Much better, that’s more like it,” he exclaimed that morning,
after shaping another gemstone into a roast chicken. “It’s been so long since I
needed to conjure larger meals. I was worried I had lost my touch.”


“What
are we going to do today?” I asked between taking bites of food.


“Today
will be different,” he explained. “After we eat I want you to portion out a
meal we can share. I’ll suspend it for us and we will take it with us. Today
we’re going down into the mines.”


“The
mines?” I asked, initially not understanding. I looked to the doorway, still
protected by the glass-like shield that Tower had placed there, and my heart
sank.


“Yes.
You asked where I get all the crystals and gems. This tower was built on a
mine. There are tunnels far underneath our feet. It was probably the reason why
it was built here in the first place, however many years ago that was. It was
already ancient by the time I got here.”


A
mine. I had never seen one before, but the thought of being so far underground
surrounded by rocks was scary enough without all of the monsters. I looked down
at the floor as if I couldn’t trust it anymore. I felt unsafe and unsteady on
my feet.


“I
placed several wards down in the tunnels like I did over the doorway. Over the
next few days we’ll be going down there to prepare for winter. After that I’ll
place many more wards to keep us safe. While the tunnels are open you’ll have
to be near me so I can protect you.”


I
tried not to look sullen as I separated some food and handed it to him. I
didn’t want to seem ungrateful for my new home and sanctuary after the dragon
attack. The thought of monsters rattled that feeling of safety and I tried to
look brave as we left the table.


Tower
suspended the food with his magic and handed it back to me. The plate and
chicken and vegetables felt like one combined, solid object in its frozen state
and it was like holding a sculpture or carving rather than food. I wondered if
it would still be warm when we ate it later.


Tower
removed the barrier from the doorway by reversing the magic spell. I watched as
the gemstone pooled back together and reverted to its old form. The jewel
looked smaller than it had been previously and I wondered if some of its energy
was lost in the spell. He caught the stone from the air and pocketed it. 


The
stairs were opened to us and I didn’t like how quickly the darkness became
impenetrable when I looked down. It looked like anything could be waiting for
us in the shadows. Tower withdrew the bottle of enchanted water I had filled
for him and even then the stairs were only illuminated by a few paces in front
of us.


We
began moving down the stairs with Tower leading with the light. I felt like I
was entering a constantly narrowing tunnel. A few dozen steps down the stone
slabs that formed the walls vanished and gave way into coarse rock. I looked
down at my feet and saw that the stairs were similarly changed, as if we had
descended so far that the path had been carved into the world itself rather
than placed down.


The
air began to feel heavier to me. The stairs were steep and never turned. It
felt like we walked further down than all of the stairs in the tower spanned
upward. When it looked like we were about to reach the narrowest point, the
shadows in front of us parted and we finally stepped into a room. 


I
nearly stumbled into the back of Tower when he abruptly stopped. The room was
large and dark enough that only a small part of it was visible in the circle of
light around us. Tower swept a hand slowly into the room, as if he was brushing
something out of the way, and small fires popped to life along the walls.


A
warm glow filled the room from a candle in each corner and several other
sconces along each wall. Like the stairs, the room seemed to have been shaped
and dug out of the rock itself rather than built into the ground.


“The
candles are the same kind as the one in your room. They would stay burning
forever as long as they stay near the tower. I don’t like to keep them lit,
however. The light can sometimes attract beasts from the tunnels.”


The
room was far larger than I expected it to be. It was several meters wide but
many times longer, stretching far out and away from the bottom of the stairs.
There were several cabinets and item racks along the walls, full of the bottles
and tools. I counted shovels, pickaxes, and a few rusty blades. There were
piles of rough stone on countertops next to finely ground up heaps of sparkling
powder. It would have been the perfect kind of getaway for a boy to hide from a
whole village.


The
dungeon I had imagined was not completely wrong. I had pictured more chains and
jail cells but there were two sets of bars that walled off two caged rooms on
the left wall. They were empty and looked like they hadn’t been used for years.
Cobwebs had gathered between the iron bars. I left them alone and walked around
the room again.


On
the far side of the room, directly opposite the stairs, I solved the mystery of
where we got our drinking water from. At first the well looked oddly out of
place and strange to see underground. Then I realized that all wells stretched
down beneath the earth to draw up water. I wondered how far down the bucket had
to fall before it reached the water, but Tower spoke before I could operate the
crank and find out.


“I
believe a lot of the stone that was dug out of here was used in building the
tower. The mines were here first, for reasons that you’ll understand soon. Come
over here.”


I
had made a complete circuit of the room without finding any other exit except
the stairs. I didn’t understand where the tunnels were or where the monsters
came from. I walked over to where Tower was standing and my breath caught when
he waved a hand at part of the wall and it moved. He gestured for me to do the same
I discovered that it was a dark sheet of cloth draped from the ceiling.


I
parted the curtain and saw the tunnel. There was another barrier similar to the
one that had been placed on the doorway upstairs, but through I could make out
the beginning of the tunnel. 


At
first I could see nothing but a foreboding darkness, but I made out more
details as I squinted in the dim light. The walls through the archway were
crude things: bumpy, uneven, and chaotic, stripped away from the rock that
surrounded it.


There
were no monsters or anything moving through the barrier, but that strangely
frightened me even more. A combative creature would want to ruffle itself up to
be more intimidating and set its prey on edge. The things I was imagining
didn’t need such a trick. They already knew they could eat me and would lay
perfectly still, striking when they felt like doing so.


“It’s
not as bad as it looks, Bryce. You do need to be careful and stay on alert, but
I’ve been down here hundreds of times. Almost all of them were uneventful. I
came down, mined for a few hours, and then went back upstairs. Nothing bothered
me. I promise you that I will keep you safe. Do you trust me?”


I
stared into the tunnel for a moment longer before I turned to face him. I
nodded and, to my surprise, I meant it.


“Good.
Now, once I take this shield down we’ll have to keep talking to a minimum.
Whisper if you need something. I want you to take a few sacks from the cabinet
over there. You’ll be in charge of keeping hold of all of the jewels we find.”


The
cabinet wasn’t far and was full of thick bags of various sizes. Some were small
enough that they looked more like coin purses. I took four of the largest ones
I could find and walked back to the entrance of the mine. Tower had gone for
tools and had two pickaxes latched to his belt when he walked back beside me.


“Any
questions before I open the way?”


“How
do things get into the tower from here? Wasn’t this dug down?”


“Yes,
it was. The tower has stood centuries. The mine was excavated over all of that
time, and I believe that the tunnels stretched too far and too deep. I do not
think something dug into the mine, but rather that the mine dug into something
of theirs.”


“Underground?”
I said without being able to hide the disbelief on my face. I gawked at him.


“Yes,”
he nodded seriously. “This is a place of power, which is why the gems form in
the ground here. The further down you go the stronger and denser that power
gets. We are still near the surface and deal with the vermin, so to speak, of
what calls the underground home. But go deeper and you will find monstrosities
that could give dragons the same nightmares you have about them.”


“How
do you know about my nightmares?” I raised my head as I spoke.


“Who
wouldn’t have them after what you went through? They may never go away. Your
fear may be with you forever, and you will have to conquer it each time that
you come to face with it. Just as I do, each time I have to come down here.”


“The
mines scare you?”


Tower
nodded. “Every time.”


I
couldn’t imagine being scared of anything if I was a wizard. Somehow, I found
comfort in his confession. I stood up straighter and steeled myself against the
darkness we were about to traverse. The barrier was removed and we stepped
through.


He
held the bottle of light ahead of us with one hand, and kept his other twisted
at his back clutching one of my own. We walked together, slowly at first and I
matched each twitchy movement of Tower’s head as he assessed the mines with
each step pretending, as a boy does, that he knows far more about what he was
seeing than was actually true.


After
a few minutes we came to a fork in the tunnel. The mine abruptly diverged to
the left and right. Tower waved the light to get my attention, then pointed the
bottle down the right passage. There was a gemstone barrier there that must
have been placed the last time he was down here. He then turned to me and held
the light to his face. He shook his head firmly with a stern expression on his
face. He then pointed the light down the left passage and led us down it.


My
mind exploded with possibilities about what was in the other direction. The
likes of trolls and undead, the very things I had thought might infest an
abandoned tower in the forest, seemed boring and harmless in comparison. 


Things
skittered along the walls and shied away from the light as we walked and only
served to fuel my imagination. The thought of gigantic insects and hungry
vermin, as Tower had called them, seemed real enough to reach out and claw at
me from the darkness.


My
house in the village, where I lived with my parents and sisters, once had a rat
problem. It had only been a single rat but I had only ever seen mice. My father
had told stories of a huge, black rat that would bite my sisters while they
slept if they misbehaved, and the diseases that they carried might my make our
fingers and toes shrivel and fall off.


My
sisters had screamed and then slept soundly at night, while I had laughed and
then stayed curled in my blanket with my back to the wall so I could keep my
eyes on the door. I thought I would see it moving in the shadows of the
bedroom, a patch of deeper shadows that shifted closer to me, but it was never
really there.


The
next morning I woke up and my dad had killed the rat. He displayed it proudly
outside our front porch and I convinced myself that it wasn’t as intimidating
as my thoughts had built up. It wasn’t quite as large as what I imagined I saw
in the room at night, but it was still bigger than a cat, with teeth longer
than my fingers.


That
had been our definition of vermin. The vermin down here were the farren. They
had been shaped like a man, shrieked horrible noises, felt around with claws
instead of hands, and had taken a concentrated blast of fire to kill. That was
just the vermin. The rats.


I
never let go of Tower’s hand until we reached the end of the tunnel. There had
been no other turns, and when he held up the light I saw that the wall
glistened. It was bloated with gems and crystals and looked far too beautiful
to be in such a terrible place.


He
unhooked one of the pickaxes he had on his belt and handed me the bottle of
light. I clutched it awkwardly while still carrying the bags and food plate. He
struck the wall once and the sound of the impact rang down the tunnel behind
us. He struck twice more and then turned around to peer down the tunnel. I held
the light up and let a few moments pass in silence. He seemed satisfied and
went back to strike the wall.


This
became our routine. Tower would chip away at the wall while I kept watch.
Occasionally he would tap my shoulder and I would hold open one of the sacks
for him to deposit a large chunk of stone. The bags filled slowly and sometimes
more than an hour would pass with nothing being dropped into the sacks. 


For
some reason I thought he would have been more precise and pried out individual
gems instead of large lumps of the wall. The work benches, piles of rocks, and
other tools I saw in the cellar suddenly made sense.


I
don’t know how long it took to fill the first two bags. They were heavy and I
dragged them aside and Tower plopped himself down next to me. Sweat covered his
face and had soaked through places in his clothes. He picked up the food we had
brought and removed the spell from around it. We ate in a miserable silence.


I
don’t think I even tasted the food. I don’t remember doing so. The sound of
chewing it made me uncomfortable and I was never quite sure if the noise in my
head was my teeth or something moving down the tunnel. Tower seemed to share my
reservations, at least in part, and kept watch the entire time.


When
we were finished I stuffed the plate into one of the bags. The clanging of
metal against rock continued for several more hours until the remaining two
bags were full. Nothing attacked us or even seemed to notice us the entire time.
At any previous point in my life I may have been a little disappointed but as
we finally left the mine unscathed I only felt relief.


In
the cellar, after the barriers had been put back into place, we washed
ourselves and drank from the well. The bags were emptied. The candles were
extinguished and we headed back up the stairs to be greeted by the twilight of
the day, when the coiled light around the inside of the tower began to give off
its most prominent shine.


I
slept well that night, and every following night of that week since we spent
each day in the mines. My nightmares still came but I still relished the rest.
After a few more excavations I began to relax a little down in the dark. None
of the creatures seemed to care about what we were doing and I began to believe
what Tower said about usually being undisturbed.


On
the final day, when Tower announced that we only needed one more trip to get us
through the upcoming winter, I was shown what happens when we weren’t left
alone.











Chapter
Five


 


 


The mining session
started as smoothly as all of the others. I was keeping watch and holding up
our light while sitting on a portion of the wall that Tower had excavated. Over
the week he had extended the tunnel by only a step or two. He told me that
after today we would begin to grind down what we had collected and extract the
gems. I was looking forward to something new to do but more than that I was
relieved to not be returning to the mines.


“How
much space is left in that bag?” he asked in a low whisper.


We
had started to risk talking to one another after being left alone for so many
days. The sound created by the pickaxe making contact with the wall was louder
than our voices, but Tower explained that it may be heard as normal noise to
some of the creatures that lived down there. The sound of a voice would be more
foreign and draw attention. Still, Tower seemed confident enough to take a
chance after we had not been disturbed. 


“Enough
for one or two more pieces,” I replied, keeping my voice even lower than his.


“Let’s
eat now then. I’m hungry today.”


I
refused to let the bottle of light leave my hand and picked at my food with my
free one. I was afraid that if I let it go the light may go out.


“Will
we have to replace the gems in the water on the roof soon?” I asked between
bites of food.


“They’re
probably entirely gone by now. We’ll need more of them when it gets colder.
Part of why we’re mining so much is so we have a supply that lasts us
throughout the winter. For food and other things as well. You’ll see.”


“Why
winter? Couldn’t we just come down and get more months from now?”


“We
could,” Tower said, then chewed a piece of pork thoughtfully. He had conjured
up the new platter freshly that morning. “This place is more lively during the
colder months. I don’t know why. You’ve noticed how it’s warm down here, even
though there’s no sunlight? It gets even hotter in the winter months, and I
think it drives the creatures closer to the surface. Again, I don’t know why.
I’ve only explored a few of the tunnels.”


“You
went exploring down here? You’re brave. I wouldn’t do that.”


He
gave a small laugh, keeping his mouth closed to muffle the noise. 


“We’ll
see.”


When
the plate was empty I slid it into one of the bags and got back on my feet. I
held the light out and Tower resumed mining. We filled up the second bag
quickly and were an hour or so into the third bag when things began to change.
The strikes of the pickaxe sounded louder. Tower took longer pauses between
each hit and listened to the sound reverberate through the walls like an echo.


I
remember that I turned to look at him before it happened. He was staring
intently at each place that he hit the rock while the rest of his face was
scrunched into a sour expression. It wasn’t exactly enjoyable work but he never
let his distaste for it show on his face. It was almost as if he knew what was
about to happen and loathed that he was unable to stop it.


The
pickaxe struck into the wall a final time and it felt like we had been struck
by lightning. The wall gave in to the blow and fell away from us. For a brief
moment I was able to see the rocks crumble away before part of the ceiling
collapsed and everything went dark. I thought I was blind but I could still see
swirling shadows after rapidly blinking.


The
dust and disintegrated rock clouded my vision. There was a staggering whine in
my head, near my ears, but I could still hear things as if they were coming
from far away. The crashing stones moving furiously after centuries of being
still were chaotic and violent. They grinded angrily against each other as they
fell, but what came after they settled was worse.


There
was a moment of absurd peace and reprieve before the next noise came. It was
enough time that I wiped most of the dust out of my eyes. My right eye was
stinging but my left eye was fine. I kept my soiled eye closed and I peered out
of my good one as the air cleared.


I
couldn’t see Tower. I held up the bottle and shook it, causing more light to
burst out of the water. The dust cleared enough that I could see through it.
There was a hole where Tower had been digging and piles of rock had fallen away
from it. Through the hole I saw hundreds of white objects, glowing in the light
I shined on them.


At
first I didn’t know what I was looking at. I thought it was a different color
of stone, or that the tunnel had opened up into some sort of light filled
cavern. I held the light closer and I felt a tremor run through me when I
finally processed what I was seeing. My knees buckled and I screamed.


They
were spider webs. Layers upon layers of them, thicker than any I had ever seen.
The more I stared at them the more spiders I saw emerging now that the dust
cleared. Each of them looked to be twice as large as my hand and they swarmed
over the webs, cloaking the white silk with their black bodies.


I
took one step backwards and then heard something screech. The spiders reacted
furiously to the sound and bolted away from the opening we had just made into
their home. Even though they moved away from us, every part of my body suddenly
demanded to be scratched. Every itch felt like a little leg on my skin.


Another
screech came and my eyes snapped into the middle of the spider’s nest. I saw
the eyes first. They glistened at the edge of my light like the gemstones in
the walls. Its two front legs came into the light first, each wider than my
arms. Its head came after that and its eyes and mouth seemed to gleam with some
sort of substance that covered its entire body. Below its eyes were two large
fangs that peeled backwards as it let out a third screech at me.


The
single spider was easily larger than all of the others combined. I started to
back away from it and it surged through the gap at me. I heard Tower roar
something behind me but I couldn’t make it out. Blood was coursing through my ears
and made my head pound. I fell backwards and landed on one of the sacks we had
filled with stone.


The
spider was on top of me before I could roll off of the sack. I felt something
from it drip onto my head and chest. It was a viscous substance and made my
clothes stick to my skin. The spider let out another noise, but it was so close
and loud now that I felt it shake through me more than I heard it.


It
reared its head back and I tore away from it. I had no idea which way I was
trying to push myself. I just knew, instinctively, that I had to at least try
to move. Its fangs came down into the bag of rocks the instant after I rolled
out of the way. I collided with one of its legs and its hairs stabbed at my
skin. The spider recoiled back after smashing its own fangs into solid rock and
squealed in pain.


“Bryce!
Get away from it!”


I
scrambled to my feet and stumbled my way down the tunnel. I had lost the bottle
in the fall but I could make out Tower’s figure in the darkness. I huddled
behind him as if he was a wall I could put between myself and the beast.


Tower
stretched his arms out in front of him and shifted his feet apart. He looked
like a man preparing for a fist fight rather than fending off a giant spider.
He opened one hand in the direction of the creature and a beam of light shot at
it. The spider hissed and struck at it, knocking it to the side with one of its
front legs.


It
backed up away from us and Tower tried again. The spider deflected the second
ray of light, snarled, and then climbed backwards up onto the wall. The bulk of
its body covered the cavern opening completely, and its legs stretched out in
all directions along the floor, walls, and ceiling. The white of the spider
webs was gone, hidden by its bulk as it protected its young.


Tower
thrust both arms forward together at once and sent two streams of light at the
spider. They unraveled out of his hands like ropes waving through the air and
made contact with the central mass of the creature. The spider began to howl
but was eerily cut off before it could finish. It seemed to tense up and then
fall forward as a locked up, rigid mass. Its back hit the floor and its body
retained its prior position, as if it were a statue that just toppled over.


Tower
rushed forward and pulled a fistful of gems from his pouch. He let them drop
haphazardly to the floor as he rushed through each one. When he finally found a
clear one he dropped all of the others and placed it in the entrance way.


The
gem began to spread and fill in the gap. I stepped around the body of the giant
spider and watched as it happened. In the cavern I saw the smaller spiders rush
toward us, likely stirred to action when it saw the larger one fall. The
gemstone sealed into the wall just as they reached us, and I made a face as the
spiders clumped over the clear barrier, seeing their furry body parts up close.


In
a few moments we could see nothing of the barrier at all. The spiders covered
and blocked out their side of it and the darkness returned as if hole had never
been made. Tower yanked the bottle of light out from where I dropped it and
shook it. The particles of light within burst to life and lit our section of
the tunnel.


“We
have little time Bryce, and I need to get back down here to seal this wall
properly or we’ll be cutting our way through cobwebs for the rest of our lives.
Scoop what you can into the bags and then help me carry this upstairs.”


We
filled each of the sacks as fast as we could, stuffing chunks of rock into each
one. There was no shortage of pieces of stone and gems that littered the floor
after the cave-in. After the bags were full I grabbed the smallest of all of
them and stood holding it expectantly. Tower looked at me strangely.


“What?
Oh, no. I didn’t mean the bags. Help me carry this,” he stated and pointed to
the body of the spider.


“What?”
I responded. I was so shocked that I dropped the bag. “But it’s dead.”


“No
it isn’t. It’s frozen—ah, suspended, like our food. We’re taking it with us.”


I
looked at the spider, then back at him. I looked at the spider again. I didn’t
know what to say.


“Take
one of the legs. Don’t worry, it can’t hurt you. It can’t do anything right
now.”


The
face I had made at the hundreds of little spiders was back as I grabbed the
closest leg. The spider was far lighter than its size suggested and we were
able to move it, albeit slowly. I tried not to look down at what we were
dragging out of fear that I would scream again.


The
back of the spider scraped along the floor of the tunnel. At times Tower waved
me ahead of us to clear out some of the loose stones and rocks so we had a
clear path to drag it along. Each time I would take the light with me and be
ready to dart back at the sign of anything coming up through the other parts of
the mines.


I
knew that we were almost home when we reached the turn near the cellar
entrance. Tower took over pulling at this point, and told me to run ahead and
make sure the larger of the prison cells was open and ready. When he pulled the
body of the spider in I had the barred door open for him. The caged part of the
room was easily large enough for the monster. Tower pulled it inside and then
locked the door. It stayed rigid and unmoving. 


“I’m
going back in to seal that opening. I don’t have time to reapply the ward to
this room. Bryce, listen close now, if that spider starts moving again before
I’m back then that means something happened to me. If it starts moving then you
run. You run up the stairs, straight out the door, and don’t come back.”


He
ran back into the tunnels and I watched his image vanish into the darkness. I
wanted to scream after him that he forgot to take a bottle of light but fire
bloomed to life and illuminated the opening part of the tunnel. Tower was
holding the small humanoid figure of fire in his hand and using that to guide
his way. Both of them pressed on without me and the blackness threatened to
swallow the cellar once more.


It
felt like an entire day passed as I kept glancing back and forth between the
tunnel and the unmoving spider, looking for any sign that would trigger me to
run. I felt like the light was playing tricks on me or that I couldn’t trust my
eyes. The legs of the spider seemed like they twitched every few minutes. It
looked like something shifted in the shadows of the mines. Was the spider
breathing? Did giant spiders even breathe like other animals?


The
sound of the explosion woke me from my paranoia. A blast of air and a wave of
dust crashed into the cellar. I shielded my face uselessly after the fact and
felt the stinging of dust in my eyes. I rubbed them frantically as I stared
through tears to see if the spider was moving after the explosion. Its figure
was blurry but seemed to be still.


Tower
came running out of the darkness, no longer holding the fire to light his way.
He slid into the room and turned into the momentum, springing upright to face
the door. His eyes were shifting wildly as if his mind was racing through more
thoughts than he could keep up. A roar came out of the tunnel with such a force
that it felt like a second explosion had smacked me across the face.


“Fucking
dammit!” he yelled back and marched across the room to where we emptied out the
bags of rocks each day. He grabbed out pieces at random and pelted each of them
into the wall, shattering the weaker ones into a spray of gemstones and rubble.
His hands were a blur as he sorted through them. Another roar, much closer this
time, snapped his attention away for a moment and we both stood staring in its
direction with wide eyes.


He
grabbed a fistful of gems and dived back at the tunnel just as the monster came
slouching in the light. It was the size of a horse but scaly and pale like a
lizard. Its eyes were all milky white and lacked both irises and pupils. Its
legs were enormous piles of muscle, almost too large for the rest of its body,
and it stood tall enough that its head threatened to hit the roof of the
tunnel. Its face had an elongated snout and two tiny holes for nose.


It
looked too close to a dragon to me and I screamed. The monster shrieked back.
Tower arched his body forward and threw the gems at it. He continued with the
motion with his other hand, springing it forward and sending a fireball
hurtling after the gems as they all soared into the monster.


The
fireball consumed the gems as it seared through them, gaining intensity as it
absorbed their power. It seemed to hang in the air as it expanded, as if the
energy it was unleashing slowed the fire for a moment. Then, all at once, the
ball of fire snapped forward into the monster’s head. There was a flash of
light and heat and I fell to the floor.











Chapter
Six


 


 


When I opened my
eyes I wasn’t sure if I had been unconscious or just dazed for a few moments.
It felt like the room was moving and something was shaking me, pressing into my
back. I thought it was Tower seeing if I was alive and I turned my head to face
him.


Two
long legs were protruding out of the jail cell and scraping at me on the floor.
I recoiled from them and wanted to scream. The spider hissed as I shuffled away
and it pressed itself tightly against the bars and stretched its legs out
further. I was far enough away that I was safely out of its reach but I was
still horrified at the massive limbs reaching out for me. Each of them was
easily double the length of my entire body.


The
room had a layer of dust on it that hadn’t been there when I had seen the
explosion. A quick glance at the tunnel entrance showed me that it had
collapsed into the room but the damage of the blast didn’t stop there. Part of
the roof had fallen and cracks ran through the rest of it. The floor around the
tunnel looked like a gash had been dealt to it. Rocks and boulders laced with
crystals and gems had spilled into the cellar, caking everything with dust in
the process. I saw parts of the monster that Tower had aimed his spell at
sticking out from the rubble. I was certain it was dead but I couldn’t bring
myself to check.


I
found Tower on his back at the foot of the stairs. I placed my hands on his
shoulders and shook him gently at first. When I felt him stir I shook him
harder. The spider let out another angry hiss from across the room and the
hairs of the back of my neck shot up. I gripped Tower’s shirt and pulled him
and then let him drop. He landed with a thud on the stone floor and his eyes
flew open.


He
inhaled sharply through his nose and sat up immediately. He saw the results of
the cave-in around the room and dived toward the sealed off tunnel before he
was even steady on his feet. I watched him tumble as he ran. He put his hand on
the stacked rocks as if it was something he needed to touch to make sure was
real and actually happening.


When
he turned around he looked furious. It was the first time I saw him angry since
I came to the tower. It was a frightening, fierce look and I backed away from
him as he stomped around the room. I couldn’t understand what he could be so
upset about. Even though the tunnel had been blocked, plenty of gem-rich stones
had been loosened into the room.


Tower
opened his mouth as if he was about to say something. He stopped, reconsidered,
and then let out a low, guttural sound. It was something between a cry and a
growl. His eyes locked onto the spider across the room, at its arms still
groping futilely out of the bars, and I saw something in him snap.


Whatever
emotion he was feeling had sobered him from the effects of his fall. He stepped
gingerly in range of the spider’s legs. The creature swiped at him, and he
dodged it effortlessly with a turn of his head. Before the spider could recover
from the loss of balance from missing its strike, Tower shot an arm out and
grabbed the leg with his right hand. He gripped it firmly, his hand just barely
big enough to wrap around the entire width of it.


The
spider wailed and took another swipe with its other leg. Tower didn’t have to
dodge this one. His free hand met it mid-swing, grappled onto it, and twisted
it roughly. The spider cried out and backed up from the bars of the cage until
the back portion of it was pressed against the wall behind it.


Tower
never let go. His mouth opened to bare his teeth at the spider and he twisted
his hands again. I heard something crunch. It wasn’t a loud noise, but the
scream that came out of the cage was near deafening. The monster seemed to have
given up fighting back and was trying more to pull its legs back into safety. I
thought that Tower had made his point but he still didn’t let go. He wasn’t
finished.


His
teeth gnashed together and I saw the same expression cross his face as he had
when he was usually concentrating on a spell. The spider felt its effects
before I noticed them, and its cries were now a constant noise in the room.


Tower’s
hands were glowing, and it was then that I realized what he was doing. His
hands were shock white and the area on the spider’s legs where he gripped,
previously a dark green and black, looked red hot. The air around the contact
was distorted with the intensity of the heat that Tower was focusing through
his hands and into the spider. Its legs were being burned away.


“Stop,”
I said. “Tower, please stop.”


He
turned his head at me and looked like he didn’t recognize me, as if he had
never seen me before in his life. Despite how angry he looked in his eyes I
could see that he was also confused.


“No,
I don’t stop,” he stated firmly.


The
cries from the spider became worse. I thought the noises it had made before
were inhuman but they were nothing to what it was making now. There were
snarls, snaps, and clicks, all with the undercurrent gasping and labored
breathing that sounded like a thick, heavy liquid being boiled away.


“Please
stop. This is wrong.”


“It
doesn’t matter!” he roared. “I do this! I kill it! I burn it away to nothing
but ash. This is what I do. I’ve seen it.”


“Why?”


“Because
he’s dead.”


“Who’s
dead?”


“My
familiar. He died when I went back in there without you.”


Tower
turned away from me and back to the spider. I tried to comprehend what the
little figure made of fire could have meant to him but I couldn’t. I moved
forward and set a hand on Tower’s arm. I could feel the heat radiating from his
hands and it was uncomfortably hot even that far away.


“Don’t.
The spider didn’t do it,” I said.


I
felt the heat lessen slightly but it didn’t stop. I looked up and saw the
conflicting choices play out in Tower’s eyes as he glanced between the spider
and me. The heat lessened a little more and a look of disbelief crossed his
face. Again it looked like something snapped within him and he released the
legs of the spider. They retracted back into the cage like a released spring
and the sound of its tortured throes subsided.


Tower
was looking at me as if he was seeing something impossible. The rage on his
face faded with the glow in his hands. Sweat was dripping from his forehead
now, as if it had waited until the heat he was channeling through his body
stopped before it appeared. 


His
eyes were closed and he looked like he was trying to work through some problem
in his head. A few minutes passed before he marched away from me and to the
stairs. I was still trying to process what had just happened. Questions were
ready to burst out of me. I rushed up the stairs behind him.


“Tower!
What happened?”


He
didn’t answer.


“You
said he died. How? Was it the monster?”


He
still didn’t answer.


His
larger height made keeping up with him impossible. When I broke from the
stairway and into the main room of the tower he was already at the bottom of
the spiral staircase. I saw that it was late evening now. We must have been
unconscious for a few hours. The water running through the tower twinkled in
the walls.


“Tower!”


He
looked at me but didn’t stop climbing the stairs. He brushed a hand through the
air toward our dining table and the magic suspension around the roast pig
platter vanished. He continued walking like he had done nothing at all.


“Eat
what you like and then go to sleep.”


He
had not spoken harshly but he hadn’t sounded friendly either. The way he
slammed his door shut left me feeling abandoned. I picked at the food until it
was cold and unappealing. I knew I should have been hungry but I had no
appetite.


Before
bed I went up to Tower’s floor. I almost gathered enough nerve and courage to knock
when I thought better of it. He had told me to go sleep. My body ached from all
of the little injuries I had received that day. I had only discovered them when
I finally stopped to eat.


Despite
how the day had ended I felt tired. I slowly made my way down the stairs and
into my room. Weary and miserable, I lay down on the bed and tried to sleep.


 


 


* * *


 


 


The next day came
and went without seeing Tower out of his room. I knocked on his door but
received no answer. I heard him moving and muttering around inside and didn’t
dare go in without his invitation. I remembered his warnings well.


I
braved the cellar room for water. The spider seemed to regard me suspiciously
but made no movement to reach me through the bars. I saw that there was a
bucket of water inside the cage and what looked to be food scraps. I guessed
that Tower must have came out of his study some time during the night.


Caged
or not, a monster was still a monster and made me nervous. I took the water
with me upstairs and didn’t go back down for the rest of the day.


The
food on the table showed further evidence of Tower’s activities. It was still
warm enough to eat and I forced myself to consume as much as possible before it
got cold. I had no idea how long it would be until he came out again.


I
spent most of the day on the roof of the tower. I had grown to trust that the
dragon wouldn’t find me despite being so high. Even so I didn’t dare go outside
and leave the tower. The thought of being out alone still frightened me.


Winter
was still a few months away but it was already starting to get colder. I
enjoyed keeping track of the gemstones shrinking in the water bowl, like ice
melting away. Sometimes pieces would crumble away in a show of sparks that lit
up the water. The purple gem that completed the cycle poured with water as if
it was being drenched in an unseen rain. It was hypnotic and peaceful to look
at.


I
always closed the slab that sealed off the water compartment. I didn’t know
what effect the colder weather might have on the water.


A
few more days passed in a similar way. Each night I tried to stay awake as long
as I could to catch Tower outside of his room. I would stare at the ever
burning flame of the candle, still lit from my first night, and will myself to
keep my eyes open. Each morning I would wake up to the same burning flame and
find that Tower had been out and busy during the night.


I
wasn’t sure if he was actively avoiding me or if the timing was merely a
coincidence.


Nearly
a week went by before I finally saw him. I walked out of my room in the morning
and found him sitting at our dining table in his usual chair. He had moved the
table into the center of the room and had moved my chair to sit at the corner
closest to his own. He watched me as I walked down to the table and took my
seat.


“I’m
sorry,” I blurted out before he had a chance to say anything.


He
cocked an eyebrow at me and smiled. “What for?”


“The
spider. For interrupting. You looked mad.”


His
smile had eased me a little but not entirely.


“Ah,”
he said. “There’s no need for apologies. I was angry, very angry, but not at
you. Nor the spider, really. It was just the closest thing I could lash out at.
My friend had just died in the mines. Killed by the creature that chased after
me.”


“Friend?”
I spoke the word slowly, dragging the pronunciation of each syllable. “Your
familiar. He is your friend?”


“Well,
he isn’t anymore,” he said with a sad smile. “You’ve spoken about a wizard that
lived in your village. What did he teach you about magic?”


“Nothing.
He never had a reason to speak to me.”


“Most
users of magic are capable of creating, or summoning, a familiar. Some are an
essence of a thing, or the embodiment of an element such as water or
air—picture a small person made of water, water that is alive and thinking and
acting with a will of its own. Some are animals, occasionally endowed with a
significantly higher intelligence than normal for their species. I’ve also read
of inanimate objects being brought to life, sustained by magic in the same way
we use it to make food.


“Some
magic users have a familiar as a tool, or an extension of themselves. Others,
like myself, see a familiar as a companion or a friend. You only saw him once
and I kept the two of you apart because of his appearance. In time I think you
will be comfortable with fire and you would have eventually met him.


“You
would have liked him,” Tower looked at the table as he spoke. “He was a good
friend.”


I
didn’t know what to say. Tower’s eyes were glazed and he was taking a moment to
steady himself. I sat mutely with my hands in my lap. I couldn’t imagine a
creature made of fire without fear seeping into my chest. To me, fire was a
consuming, chaotic, uncontrollable force and not something that could be
befriended. I still felt sad for Tower, even if I couldn’t understand.


“You
were alone this week,” he said, breaking the silence. “I wanted some time alone
to mourn my friend but I should have told you before now. For that I am sorry.
There was a second reason, however. It’s about what you did with the spider.”


“I
said I was sorry. I meant it,” I stammered out.


“No,”
he said softly. “You affected the spell and the outcome of that encounter. You
acted and used some innate ability when you touched my arm. I spent part of
this week preparing for that.”


“I
don’t understand. Preparing for what?”


“To
teach you. I have never taught anyone before and I needed to plan some of the
lessons out.”


“Teach
me what?” I asked, still not understanding.


“Magic.
To teach you magic. If you’re willing to learn.”


“What?”


“Magic.”


I
gawked at him. “I am not a wizard.”


“Neither
was I, when I was your age. You are capable of using magic. I saw as much when
we were down in the cellar. It’s hard to explain exactly, but trust me that you
will understand it one day. When you are older.”


“Me?
I can use magic? Like you?” The idea of it both thrilled and terrified me.


“If
you let me teach you. Would you like to learn?”


My
mind raced to say yes but I had a rare moment of forethought for a boy so
young. I had seen Tower create food and items out of gemstone. He had cast
spells sometimes with crystals, and sometimes with nothing at all. He had
created fire. Consuming, burning, killing fire. I hated flames. Anything more
than the candle in my room was too much.


Minutes
passed as I went over my thoughts. Tower was staring at me expectantly.


“Can
you teach me to hold fire in my hands?”


Tower
tilted his head at me.


“So
it can never hurt me?” I added


“With
time, I can,” he replied with a single, small nod.


“Then
yes. Please.”


“Then
we’ll start tomorrow.”


Tower
got to his feet and walked up to his room, likely to make the final
preparations.


I
sat alone at the table. There was a pile of freshly summoned food that my
stomach could no longer ignore, but I didn’t reach for it just yet. I was
staring at my hands in my lap and imagining holding fire in them, or sending
torrents of flame through the air from my fingers. I thought back to how the
fire had so quickly gotten out of control in my village, and I couldn’t decide
if I had just made the best or worst decision of my life.











Chapter
Seven


 


 


My education began
with a series of questions. Tower had cleared the food, plates, cups, and
utensils from the central table and replaced them with a daunting pile of
objects. Most of them were books but there were also quills, loose papers,
crystals, and other things I didn’t recognize. 


“Do
you know how to read and write?”


“I
can read a little. I don’t know how to write,” I answered.


“Has
anyone ever read something to you?”


“Sometimes.
My parents could only read a little better than I can. There were signs in the
village that I was taught. The village wizard sometimes told us stories, but
more often when I was younger.”


He
nodded along to my words. “I will teach you. At first I will instruct you with
all that you need to know, but eventually you will be able to learn and teach
yourself. Ultimately, you will be your own best teacher. Now,” he continued,
“this wizard of yours. What did he tell you about magic?”


“Nothing.
I think my parents were afraid of it and always told me not to ask him any
questions. Sometimes, on special occasions, he would cast spells to entertain
the village. He would make lights appear in the sky and whirl around our
tables. I always thought they were the most amazing thing I had ever seen,
until I came here.”


Tower
scoffed. He stopped pacing immediately afterwards and looked directly at me.
His mouth was a firm, straight line. “I will teach you more in one year than
that man gained in his entire life,” he spoke with a tone that I had never
heard from him before that moment. I think it was pride.


“More
questions,” he bellowed and resumed pacing. “Tell me what you think of magic.
What do you think it is?”


“I
don’t know.”


“Try.
Guess,” he offered.


“It’s
dangerous. It’s wonderful and terrible at the same time. It’s something
impossible.”


“Ah,”
he said in response to my final word. “Impossible,” he repeated it for me and
smiled. “I think most people would agree with you. It is a good answer. But it
couldn’t be more wrong.”


I
looked at him with confusion. I couldn’t understand how he could say holding
fire and creating things seemingly from the air were not impossible actions.
Even at that young age, I had discovered and innately felt that the world had
rules. Magic always appeared to me as a method of breaking those rules.


“Think
of a tree. Picture it in your mind. It is an apple tree. You pick one of the
apples and you take a bite out of it, exposing the core of the apple. You dig
out one of the seeds from inside of it. If you plant this seed into the earth
it will grow into its own tree over many years. In maybe five years it may bear
more apples with more seeds. Do you think any of this is impossible so far?”


I
shook my head.


“Good,”
he said with a smile. “Now. This time, I have the apple. I take a bite and pick
out a seed. I place it in the ground. But I am a wizard. I focus my magic onto
the seed in the ground and I channel energy into it. The seed sprouts in
seconds. The trunk of the tree pushes out of the ground and expands. Branches
stretch out and leaves begin to pop out along them. That’s when I stop. This
new tree has gone from seed to bearing apples in only a few minutes. I ask you,
what is the impossible part of what I just described to you?”


“The
time. I mean, the speed. You made the tree grow so fast,” I said the words
slowly, as if I was trying to avoid a trap I might fall into.


“Yes,
all the magic did was increase the rate of what would eventually happen. You’re
correct. And that, Bryce, is the essence of magic. You do not do impossible
things. You effect the potential of things. Sometimes you will accelerate and
unleash the potential of something. Other times, like I do with our food, you
freeze the potential. You slow it down, sometimes to a complete stop. Do you
understand?”


“No.
I’m sorry, but I don’t,” I lowered my eyes to the floor as I spoke.


“Don’t
worry. You will. Another example for you to think on. Were you ever taught how
to make a fire?”


“Yes.”


“Tell
me how.”


“I
watched my mother do it many times. I helped collect wood and strip it for
tinder. She would take a rock and strike it at metal to create a spark.”


“Flint
and iron. Yes,” he nodded. “You said you used wood to burn in the fire. Why
wood? Why not stone? Or soil?”


“I
don’t know.”


“Think
back to the apple tree. It wouldn’t be able to grow without sunlight and air.
You would think that a tree grows out of the ground, and that the majority of
what makes the tree is taken from there. That’s incorrect. The wood is mostly
carbon. The tree extracts it from the air. However, this process requires energy.
Sunlight, the light and heat of the sun, that energy, is absorbed by the tree
and used to fuse the carbon from the air into itself.”


I
watched Tower intently. I was surprised to find myself following along with
what he was saying, even if I didn’t understand the meaning of some of his
words.


“Now,”
he continued, “you take that same wood that has been created by trapping
sunlight. You create that spark of heat, and flames are produced from the wood.
What is fire? Light and heat. What was the sunlight used in the process to make
the wood? Light and heat. In a way, the fire is the sunlight. But most things
are not made in this way. Like the wood, only certain materials have energy
trapped within them. It is that potential that magic can harness and control,
and it is that potential that limits the power of magic. The gems here, the
stone, the...”


I
felt like I was on the cusp of comprehending what he was trying to explain, but
I was too young. He smiled warmly at me and placed a hand on top of my head and
ruffled my hair.


“Keep
this in your memory. You’ll understand it one day.”


The
wizard walked to the table and picked up one of the books and a single feather.
When he placed them in my hands, he cupped his hands over my own and drew my
attention to his eyes. He stared at me with purpose.


“These
items are yours now, but only if you promise to take care of them. They are
enchanted objects, like the candle in your room, and will remain so as long as
they are kept close to the tower. Do not let any flame come into contact with
them or they will be destroyed. Do not allow them to get wet or they will be
ruined. Do you promise?”


I
nodded. My heart beat faster in my chest. I had never been entrusted with
anything so precious.


“This
is your quill,” he said and pointed to the feather. “It has been partnered with
this book for longer than either of us have lived. It will never require ink
but it will only work on the pages of this book and no other surface. I will
teach you how to write and draw with it.


“The
book is very special. I’ve only discovered two like it in the tower. Whatever
you mark down in its pages will vanish when you close the book. If you write
anything on its pages it will no longer be there when you open it again.
However.”


He
opened the book on my lap and took the quill in his hand. He ran the tip of the
feather slowly in the middle of one of the empty, open pages. It only took him
a few seconds to write the single word. When he was finished, he tore the page
out of the book and I gasped. He gave a small laugh and then closed the book.


“Open
it again now and turn to the page. You’ll find no trace of the damage done. In
fact, the page will be back as if nothing was done to it at all.”


I
did as he asked and marveled when it was found to be true. I blinked several
times at the renewed page as if there was a trick I could blink away. I looked
up at him and saw that the page was still in his hand.


“What
you write and draw can be preserved by removing the page before closing the
book. Remember that, and remember too that it will only do so when near the
tower. If you took this outside and walked away with it, it would turn into an
ordinary book forever. Even if you brought it back here, the magic would be
gone.”


I
clutched the book to my chest. It was the greatest piece of treasure I had ever
owned.


“Now,
for the rest of the day I want you to do whatever you like with the book. Get
comfortable holding the quill. Get used to making lines with it on the pages.
Pull as many out as you like. You can try drawing the candle in your room if
you like or,” he held up the paper and pointed to the word in the center of the
page. “Try to recreate the lines and shapes of this word. This is your name.
This says ‘Bryce’.”


I
took the page from him as if it were made of gold. I had never seen my name
before. In that tower, surrounding by magical artifacts and gemstones, my name
on that page seemed equally as mystical and wonderful to me.


I
went up to my room and took the first steps of my education.


 


 


We
settled naturally into a daily routine. In the morning we would eat and then
see to the needs of the tower. The rocks and stones we had extracted from the
mines were broken down and removed of their gemstones. In a few weeks we had
several sorted piles of differently colored and sized crystals and gems.


The
giant spider was fed twice daily, on the scraps of meat that we set aside after
our meals. It seemed to be afraid of Tower and myself and made no attempt to
extend its limbs out of its prison. He explained that the spider was that size
only because it had grown beneath the tower, and that it was as incapable of
thought and emotion just like any normal-sized spider, but I had my doubts.
When I stared at its many eyes I could swear that I saw a stirring of the same
intelligence I had seen in the dogs of our village.


It
was usually late afternoon when we started our lessons. Reading and writing
came first in the day, and spellcasting and magical lessons were reserved for
the evening.


Tower
proved to be a patient teacher and was adept at getting to the root of most
problems that cropped up, especially when I was not able to explain why I
didn’t understand something. Without being able to read and write, learning to
do so was like learning another language. 


The
first few weeks saw slow progress, but I think that was intentional. He spaced
out each letter of the alphabet so I had an in-depth introduction to a new
letter per day, with examples of the letter and words that started and
contained it. 


After
each letter was introduced to me, Tower used an enchanted book of his own to
create pages of examples. He would neatly print about a dozen words to go with
the new letter—apple on the first day, boat on the second, chair on the
third—and have me practice recreating each of the words in my own book. He
encouraged me to experiment, make mistakes, and to often close the book to
erase early attempts until I got better at it.


In
the few hours that I spent practicing to write the words and commit the new
letter to memory, Tower would busily sketch examples of each of the new words.
On the first day, when the letter ‘A’ was taught, I was given his drawings of
apples, axes, acorns, aprons, ants, and arrows. He would pronounce each word
for me and then have me choose the correct picture that matched the word he
said.


After
a few days I had quite the collection of words and pictures, and Tower
encouraged me to mix them up and try to match them on my own later. He told me
that it was okay to get something wrong or be unsure as long as I went to him
for a correction. I must have driven him mad with all of my questions.


When
we had covered the entire alphabet, he once again utilized his pictures and
written words. However, this time, now that I knew every letter, he focused on
the sound and pronunciation of each chain of letters. He read single words
aloud for me and then insisted I read them back to him by sounding the word out
for myself instead of simply repeating the sounds I had heard him say. It was
an important distinction, and one that eased the first steps of my education.


Those
early days were meticulous and painstakingly slow, but resulted in a solid
foundation for which Tower could teach upon. He tested me daily and was
thorough in that he often backtracked and included questions about letters and
words that we had covered days or weeks earlier. He relentlessly repeated his
lessons until reading and writing ceased to be about memorization and recalling
the rules. Instead it became a natural, effortless connection to thoughts and
ideas in my head.


The
reading and comprehension of sentences and the messages they contained came
next, and this is when the two areas of learning truly intersected. The lessons
about magic were clearly my favorite of the two and Tower was ingenious and
crafty enough to bait me with that knowledge. He pointed to the books of spells
and magical writings on the table and told me that when I had learned enough to
read them for myself, the only limiting factor on what I could learn was the
speed at which I read.


The
first magic lessons, in the evening of the first days when I was still being
taught the alphabet, began equally as slow as letters and words. What Tower
taught was similar in an odd way. In the same way that I already knew many
words and ideas, and only had to be taught to recognize how they appeared in
written form, I discovered that feelings and sensations that I knew were also
linked to practicing magic.


I
was taught focus and concentration first, and to differentiate between what I
was experiencing when I was exposed to magic rather than a physical sensation. 


Focusing
took many days, and I can describe it like a sliding of the mind. If you hold
up both of your hands away from your face at different distances, and extend
only your index fingers, you will have one finger in the foreground and another
in the background of your vision. If you switch your eyes between the two you
will see your vision slide and warp each time you switch. The sensation was not
dissimilar to that.


“Close
your eyes,” Tower would say. “Focus your mind to a point. What do you feel?”


“Pressure.
Like something pressing on my head between my eyes.”


“It
is in your head, not on it. You rely too much on the senses you
use all the time, and your eyes far more than any other. That is the only
reason you feel it there. You can move that focus to your chest if you like, or
your hands. Your hands are especially useful, to create a focus there so you
can properly channel your magic in the right direction. Move your focus.”


I
tried but it only made my head hurt more. I felt a throbbing grow where there had
previously been only pressure. When I gave up, I opened my eyes and felt my
stomach lurch. My vision was blurry and felt foreign, as if I was seeing with
the wrong pair of eyes.


“You
will be able to in time. When you are very good you can find a focus even
outside of your body,” he said with a smile.


By
the time we moved onto sentences and books, I had been able to shift my focus
to different parts of my body. I had experienced fleeting brushes of magic. At
first I thought it was like something running along my skin, like a gust of
wind or the touch of a fingertip. Over the weeks I learned to distinguish it as
something that came from within myself, rather than without. I wasn’t reaching
out and bringing a cold or warm sensation from the magic to my skin, I was
creating that sensation from something within myself that radiated out of my
skin.


It
was the barest of connections but I found it intoxicating.











Chapter
Eight


 


 


When I could read
sentences and paragraphs, Tower opened up his floor of the tower to me. 


I
remember the excitement I felt at exploring new territory. I had been living at
the tower for nearly four months and I had never seen a single glimpse of what
was behind Tower’s door. It had built up in my mind like the cellar room had,
an exotic place full of magical experiments and items. Frightening too, but in
a way that made a nervous grin cross my face instead of a grimace.


“Easy
now,” Tower said as he saw that look on my face. “You have to be careful in
here. Only touch what I give to you and be careful of where you rest your
hands. You are capable of channeling magic. There are things in here that will
respond to that. Some things might even take advantage of that.”


“Advantage?”


“This
place was not built or filled by me. There are objects here that even I don’t
understand. Some are useful, others are amusing but have nothing practical to
offer. Some are helpful, while some are dangerous. They are tools like any
other, but tools can be weapons if mishandled. Be excited to learn, but be
cautious.”


“Who
taught you magic?” the question blurted out of me as the thought of it popped
into my head.


“Another
who lived here, a long time ago. I was a boy like you. You might meet him
someday.”


“I’d
like that,” I said.


“So
would I,” Tower replied, but the way his eyebrows furrowed together belied the
light tone of his voice.


He
pressed open the door and I followed him inside. The doorway opened into a
corner of the room. There was a wall immediately to the right with a closed
door that Tower explained was his bedroom. The rest of the room was to our
left.


The
room exceeded my expectations, and those were that of a young boy’s imagination
running wild for months. It was massive, for one, and looked like it circled
around the entire tower. It was strange to be in a room that curved along with
the shape of the wall.


There
was a bookcase that started near the door. It was built into the wall closest
to the center of the tower and ran along the length of it. I followed it and
discovered that it kept going until I reached the end of the room.


Books
were neatly lined up on every shelf at first, with all of the spaces firmly but
comfortably taken up on each separate case. As I got further along I noticed
that the amount of books began to dwindle until that last third or so of the
bookcase was filled with loose papers and, eventually, nothing at all.


I
came to the end of the room as if I had woken from a dream during which I
imagined what secrets each book held. I looked back and saw Tower watching me
from across the room. I thought he had an amused expression but he was too far
away for me to tell. I looked at the wall I was up against and found another
closed door. I wanted to open it but I stopped myself, remembering what I had
been told about keeping my hands to myself


The
room was far longer than it was wide, and I reached the other side of the room
quickly. The wall that must have been the outside of the tower, like my room,
had no windows. 


Once
again, I had to remind myself not to touch anything when I saw what was in the
corner of the room. All of the gemstones we had collected from the mines and
extracted from the rocks had never diminished their beauty or splendor for me,
but the object I saw there may have been the moment that I finally adapted to
handling gems and crystals as a normal part of my life.


Nestled
in the corner was the largest gemstone I had ever seen. It was scarlet red. It
was colossal. I was not tall for my age, but neither was I short, and this gem
stood as tall as my chin. It was wider than it was tall, and looked to me like
it couldn’t have fit through the entrance to the room. I wondered how it got
there.


“Don’t
touch it,” Tower said, his words serving as a reminder rather than a rebuke.
“That gem is the most powerful object in here and probably the most dangerous.”


I
nodded to him. I didn’t know when he had walked up behind me. The gem must have
enthralled my attention more than I realized. I continued walking along the
wall away from the corner.


There
were a few cabinets and chests pressed against the wall. On some I saw padlocks
while others were open and displayed their contents. There were candles and
cups, dozens of pieces of glass molded into different shapes, and other items
that I didn’t recognize. In one chest I saw hammers, tongs, and other tools. In
another, curiously positioned next to the tools, was a box full of what
appeared to be children’s toys. There were wooden carvings of people, animals,
miniature sized weapons and armor, and little wooden houses. They were untidily
piled into the box. I thought it was a waste.


About
halfway across the room, the cabinets parted and I found a large barrel between
them. It looked similar to the one on the roof of the building, but as I got
closer I noticed there was an odd vapor pouring from the open top. I was too
short to see what was inside of it and looked to Tower for help. He brought a
chair from across the room and lifted me on top of it. I leaned forward, with
my feet on the chair, and peered down into the barrel.


Initially
I thought I saw boiling water, but as my eyes adapted to seeing through the
misty vapor I saw that it was more like snow. Winters in this area weren’t
particularly cold but we would get snow for a few months of the year. To see a
barrel almost full of it in the middle of a warm room made no sense to me
whatsoever and I loved it.


I
hopped off the chair and continued surveying the final half of the room. There
were tables and countertops filled with intricate glass objects that I had
never seen before. Glass, like the gemstones, had been a rarity in my village.


“Did
your village have an alchemist?” Tower asked as I looked confused at the items.


“No.
What is that?”


“It’s
the study and application of substances and their reactions to other
materials.”


I
looked at Tower as if he had just spoken words that I had never heard before,
because that was exactly what had just happened.


“Sorry,”
he said with a grin. “Many things in the world have uses if put together the
right way. Some creatures and plants have magical properties that draw from the
magic that is inside of them. The root or leaves of a certain plant might
create something that can cure a disease if prepared properly.”


“That
sounds complicated. What if you get it wrong?”


“Exactly,”
Tower nodded. “There aren’t many books on the subject here. I don’t know much
about it myself, but this apparatus was here before I was. It didn’t seem right
to move it. There are flasks, an alembic, a burner...”


The
equipment looked to me to be an extensive collection. I continued to explore
the final part of the room and stopped at the final corner. There was a writing
desk in it. It took up the little section of wall that was next to Tower’s
bedroom door. There were papers, quills, and books piled all around it. The
chair looked sturdy but worn down after decades of use.


I
stood at the start of the bookcase once more, back at where I had started, and
looked at Tower. He had walked several paces down along the bookshelves and was
shuffling through them.


“Once
you can teach yourself new words and work your way through any book on your
own, you can take whatever you like from here as long as you remember to put it
back,” he spoke at the books more than at me, too engrossed in his search to
turn and face me. “There’s one book in particular I want you to learn from. It
should be up here somewhere.”


I
walked passed him and stopped when I reached the bookcases that had piles of
paper instead of bound books. I stretched my hand out to hold some of them
before I remembered Tower’s rule. I didn’t think it applied to papers but I
couldn’t be certain. My book was full of enchanted paper, after all.


“Why
aren’t these books? Did these pages fall out?”


“What?”
Tower took a quick glance at where I pointed and then turned back into the
bookshelf. He continued talking while still shifting through the books. “No,
those are mine. I wrote those. They’ll be bound in a book eventually.”


I
was stunned. For some reason, in that moment, I was more impressed by what he
had just said than the magic he had shown me. “Really? You’re going to write a
book?”


“Going
to?” Tower said and then laughed. “About a third of these were all written by
me. The one I’m looking for now included. Which is, ha! Found it. Here you go.”


For
some reason I had never considered where books actually came from. Wooden
carvings and furniture had qualities that I could trace back to their creation.
They were pieces of worked and shaped wood. Stone also. But books? I carefully
took the book that Tower held out to me and considered it.


“How
do you get all the pages together? Is there a spell?”


“Maybe,”
Tower said. “If there is, I haven’t discovered it. The books I made here are
quite crude, but they work. My writing book is like yours that I can remove
pages from. I use a combination of those and spider silk to bind the pages and
papers together for covers. I weigh them down and keep them pressed together
until they dry, then smooth down the edges with a knife. They’re not as pretty
as the old books with leather covers but,” his words trailed off.


“I
like them,” I finished for him.


“Thank
you,” he said. “It’s funny that you asked. This book is about animals,
creatures, and monsters. It’s called a Beastiary. There’s an older one here
that I made copies from and then added some pages. Here.”


He
opened the book as I held it in my hands. He turned the pages and I saw a blur
of pictures as he searched for the right one. With only a passing glance, I saw
only glimpses of each topic. Some were ordinary animals, while others were
horrific darkly shaded depictions of monsters. I thought I saw one that looked
eerily similar to the creature that Tower had to collapse the tunnel on but the
page was turned before I could get a better look.


“There
we are. The Giant Spider,” Tower said. “For now I want you to take this book to
my desk. Go to your room and bring down your book and quill and make a copy of
this page. You probably won’t be able to understand all of the words and
sentences just yet, but that’s okay. Copy it one letter at a time. If you make
a mistake, start again. If you need help then I’ll be here. Find me if you get
stuck.”


I
did as he instructed and we were deep into the evening by the time I finished.
I had been following his examples when learning to write for months and my
individual lettering looked similar to Tower’s. For this copy, my words were
far too big. I had made a few mistakes and had to start over, but I stuck with
it. At first I was confused when my larger letters made it so my sentences and
words didn’t match up line by line with his version. I eventually adapted and
completed a rough copy but resolved to learn in the future how to write in a
neater, smaller hand.


Tower
was satisfied with my work and we ate a late dinner in the central room of the
tower. He told me eventually he would have me copy the pictures down in
addition to the words. Although I was discovering that I enjoyed drawing,
perhaps even more than writing, I was confused as to why it was important to
learn.


“So
you can make entries in the book yourself,” he responded simply.


“What?”


“And
also when you write your own books. Diagrams can help a lot. Both for the
reader and for yourself when you use the book as a reminder,” he explained.


“I’ll
write a book? Me?”


“Of
course,” he said with his mouth full. “Magic has many unexplored areas. You’ll
need to write down what you learn.”


Again,
I found myself stunned. Every day when I thought I was finally getting a grasp
on my new life something came along that rattled my perspective all over again.
It wasn’t always unpleasant, but I often worried that I wouldn’t live up to
Tower’s expectations.


We
finished our meal but instead of ascending the stairs for our evening magic
lessons, Tower beckoned me over to the stairs down to the cellar. Even though
the tunnel was sealed, I still disliked going down there. Surprisingly, I had
gotten used to the spider. It was being near anything to do with the monsters
in the mines that set me on edge.


I
couldn’t tell if the spider was sleeping or not when we entered the cellar. It
was usually very still except for the occasional twitching of its legs. The
walls had been covered in its silk and pulled awkwardly into webs over the
months. It didn’t have a lot of room to maneuver in the cell so it mostly hung
like a thick, second layer on the walls.


“Your
focus has been improving quickly over the past few weeks. I think we’ll be
moving onto a few simple spells and energy manipulation soon,” Tower said as we
stood side by side at the bars of the cage. I wasn’t quite sure why he was
explaining this down here.


“I
wanted to give you an example,” he continued. “This will be one of the first
techniques you’ll be working toward. Initially you may need to use a gemstone
but eventually you’ll have enough strength to go without.”


I
felt a stirring of magic build within him. I felt it in the same way someone
might notice the heat of a nearby fire or feel the vibrations of something
through the ground run up their legs. Over the months I had learned to keep
myself open to sensing such a thing, not only in others but also myself.


Instinctively,
I sought a point to focus myself. Lately it had been in the center of my chest
as Tower insisted that I remove my magical sense from the focal points of my
vision and hearing. From my point of focus I could feel a reaction building in
the air between us and the spider. It reached out to it, between the bars and
wrapped itself around the legs of the spider.


The
monster didn’t move. It didn’t cry out in pain. I was pleased that we weren’t
going to hurt it. I wasn’t exactly sure what had happened until Tower opened
the door to the jail cell and walked right in. I had a moment of shock before I
calmed myself. He had paralyzed the spider—maybe paralyze was not exact enough.
He had manipulated energy into a physical force around the legs of the creature.
It could still feel its body but was unable to move.


To
Tower it must have been a simple spell. To me it was as complicated and far
away as writing a whole paragraph by myself.


I
watched him work through the cage. He had carried a bundle of thin wooden
spindles from the tool cabinet in the cellar. He proceeded to whip them around
through the spider’s silk and wrap them around the end of the wood. They became
plump with the silk quickly, like sheets of cloth bunched around a torch.


There
was more silk than he could collect on the few spindles he had. He burned the
stray strands that were strewn from the wood and the wall with small sparks of
fire that popped out of his fingertips. When he was finished, he set the silk
down in the corner of the room, near the collapsed tunnel, and then locked up
the jail door. I felt a similar sensation as the spider was released from its
invisible shackles, but it was over much faster that time. The spider stirred a
little but made no sudden movements. I wondered if it even knew what had
happened.


 











Chapter
Nine


 


 


The final days of
autumn were spent in the cellar. The cold was starting to seep into the tower
and we stayed underground most of the time. Tower insisted that we finish
extracting the gemstones and move most of them upstairs. He wanted to avoid
going near the tunnels as much as possible when winter arrived.


We
would sit at the cellar tables for hours working on the rocks we had hauled in
from the mines. We grinded away at the stone with chisels and hammers. I could
hardly do any of the tougher work that Tower did, but he made no sign that he
was displeased with my contributions. I chipped the gemstones free and added my
small collections to the pile.


In
less than a week we had removed all of the gems from the stones we had
excavated. We must have had over a hundred crystals. They varied in shapes and
sizes. Some were smooth and allowed light to pass through them, shining
brightly when held up to a fire. Others were rough and dark and looked more
like stained pieces of the rock we freed them from, rather than a different
material.


Despite
the heap of treasures we had accumulated, Tower was unsatisfied. When we had
exhausted the supply of stones we had brought back in the sacks, he rifled
through all of the gems as if something had gone missing throughout our work.


“What’s
wrong?” I asked.


“Something’s
not right. We should have found one.”


“One
what?”


He
muttered something and walked away from the table. He crouched down at the
collapsed tunnel entrance and started picking up some of the rocks that had
spilled into the room. He motioned for me to do the same and we were quickly
back to work with the new source of stones.


“Why
didn’t you cause a cave-in like this to begin with? Seems like it was good for
us. Lots of gems. No way for anything to crawl up and get us.”


“For
now, yes,” Tower replied. “Eventually we’ll run out and the tunnel will be open
again. We could collapse it a second time but each time the opening would
become larger. It would have a higher chance of drawing more attention. It’s
risky for us, too. An explosion might cause a much bigger collapse than you
might think.


“The
smaller tunnels are easier to seal up with spells. Each time you dig into
danger you can retreat and try a different direction. Normally a cave-in
wouldn’t happen. I was sloppy that day. It was my mistake.”


I
remembered what happened to his familiar in the mines and regretted asking my
question. I felt ashamed and wanted to change the subject. I looked down at the
rock in front of me and reached for another question.


“Why
are the gems here? Are they everywhere if you dig deep enough? Or is it because
of the tower?”


“The
opposite,” Tower said. “The tower is here because of the gems. Some of the
stone dug out of this room was used in building it, as far as I can tell.”


I
ran my eyes around the room and tried to picture people hauling slabs of stone
back up the stairs. The room had always seemed unusually large to me. It
started to make sense.


“So
the tower was built because of the gems. And the gems are the source of magic
here.”


“No,”
Tower smiled and then shook his head. “I’m sorry. The magic was first. The gems
were second.”


“I
don’t understand,” I said and tilted my head at him.


“Think
of magic like water. There’s water almost everywhere. In most places there’s
only a little water. It’s in the air, and sometimes you can see it as mist when
its cold. But there are also parts of the world where water is found in
abundance. Lakes and rivers and oceans. Magic is like that. In time, you’ll be
able to sense that for yourself.”


“There
are rivers of magic?”


“In
a manner of speaking,” Tower answered. “Let’s try an example. What’s on the
roof? What do we use to heat and light up the tower?”


“Magic,”
I said, and then quickly continued after I saw the look on his face. “There’s a
channel in the wall. The water runs through it.”


“Imagine
what would happen if there was a second channel that spiraled in the opposite
direction than the first. Sometimes the channels would intersect and cross each
other. The streams would join for a moment. Can you picture it?”


“Yes,”
I said.


“The
heat and light would merge and those points would shine brighter and radiate
more heat. Magic flows through similar channels all throughout the world,
although they are rare and far between. Sometimes they converge and, like the
water, the magic in that area is amplified. The point that they meet is very
powerful, and this is one of those places. That’s why the tower was built
here.”


“But
how do the gems get in the ground?”


“Think
of water again and what happens when you pour it onto soil. It may stay present
on top of the ground for a moment but it will soon seep in and be absorbed by
the earth. Most streams of magic flow underground to begin with, and coalesce
there when enough has accumulated. It’s a very slow process over hundreds of
years. The small gems we find would eventually get bigger if we left them down
here.”


He
reached across the table and grabbed a handful of dust. It had built up over
the week that we had been working on the stones. He held it out to me as if I
should notice something but I saw only dust.


“The
potential is even here, in the rock around the gems. It’s saturated with magic.
Watch.”


The
dust burst in a flourish of light and heat, with bright flashes of pink and
yellow. It was a brief display of magic, barely enough to register a response
from my magical focus. Despite only using a small amount of power, all of the
dust was gone from Tower’s hand.


“It’s
a tiny bit of magic, but it’s there. The gems leech most of it. Would you like
to try?”


He
scooped up another handful and offered it to me. I shook my head.


“It’s
a lot like fire. I don’t think I’m ready,” I said quickly, trying to avoid
admitting that I was afraid. “Is that okay?”


Tower
nodded once. He tossed the dust over his shoulder and it crackled and popped in
the air, leaving streaks of smoke where they ignited. He put his hand on my
head and ruffled my hair.


We
continued to pull rocks out of the tunnel for the rest of the day. I found
myself wondering at the amount of power that had been focused at the monster
that day. There were more loose rocks that I could count and more being
revealed each time we moved the top layer away. I thought that the tunnel had
only suffered a cave-in, but I soon saw that a crater had formed in the floor
from the force of the explosion.


The
pathway into the mines was sealed tight with a clump of larger rocks. Smaller
ones were crushed and squeezed together so that nothing could be seen through
any of the gaps. I wondered how far in the collapse had run and how many years
worth of gemstone could be taken from it. Perhaps Tower was worried that the
tunnel may be sealed permanently. I was worried that the seal may not last and
we’d have to venture back into the dark.


Somewhere
underneath the piles of rock were the remains of  the monster that chased Tower
back into the cellar. I wanted to ask about it many times but merely thinking
about it was enough to frighten me. Each time we moved a rock I was afraid that
I’d catch a glimpse of its body or face. The dragon-like snout and vacant eyes.
I felt more comfortable next to the spider’s cell than the tunnel.


It
was near the end of the day when Tower found what he thought had gone missing.
He heaved a particularly large chunk of stone onto the work table. It was heavy
enough that I saw him straining to carry it across the room. It landed with a
loud crash and he stepped back, breathing heavily but grinning at his work.


“That’s
more like it. Do you see it?” he asked.


I
walked around the table and studied the rock closely. I felt like I was being
tested and I didn’t like to fall below Tower’s expectations. Reluctantly, I had
to admit that I didn’t see anything special about the rock. If anything it
seemed more ordinary and mundane than the others. I couldn’t even see any
gemstones shimmering amongst the stone. I said as much to Tower and his grin
grew wider.


“Ah,
but that’s exactly it,” he said excitedly. “Look again now. Feel with your
magic. Draw your focus over the rock and tell me what you find.”


I
gathered myself and concentrated on the stone. I felt the comforting sliding of
my focus as I made a connection to the stone, like I was staring intently at it
with my magic. To my surprise, I felt a vast amount of power coming from it.
Tower had taught me that some gemstones were denser than others, and that size
was not always the most important factor in judging a source of power. The
stone felt full of more magic than any gem we had found.


“Very
good,” Tower said after seeing the shock on my face. “You’re getting better.
There’s something special inside this stone. It’s rare, but sometimes magic
will condense in just the right way that it forms a new material. It’s called
sollite, and it’s capable of holding tremendous amounts of magic. It will draw
from sources around itself and absorb all of the power. That’s why there are no
gemstones on this rock. The sollite sucked all of the magic from it.”


He
held up a hand to the stone and I saw it vibrate in response to his focus. He
made it look so effortless to attune himself to the magic around him. I thought
then, like I would many times, that I would be happy to be even half as good as
Tower.


Cracks
began to form on the outside of the stone. The fissures spread out over it like
they were being drawn by some unseen hand. I had seen Tower split open rocks
before but this was a much slower process. He was being careful, carving out
small pieces and then pulling them out individually.


When
the rock was about a third of its former size, Tower caused it to levitate
above the work table. It began to rotate in the air, and I saw layers of the
stone break off in concentrated sprays of dust. It looked like sand being
tossed around in a wind around the stone, being siphoned off and dropped onto
the table. Each moment that passed cause the stone to shrink further until
there was only a small object left in the air.


Tower
set the sollite down gently and it nestled on top of the pile of dust on the
table. The sollite looked different than I expected. I imagined something
closer to the gemstones but it resembled a chestnut. The outside was sleek and
the light was caught on its surface in a white sheen. It was about the size of
an acorn and the same rich brown color.


“It’s
been many years since I’ve found some of this,” Tower said and stepped closer
to the table. “I’ve read that there was a fair amount of sollite down here when
they first built the tower. Some of it was used to create items. Trinkets for
spells and storing magic.”


He
reached over the table and plucked one of the gemstones from the pile. He
slowly lowered it down toward the sollite until they touched. There was some
sort of reaction that I sensed only with my magical focus. Even without being
centered and concentrated on the table, I still felt something akin to a flash
of light blind my focus for a few seconds. The gemstone was gone. It was
absorbed at the point of contact.


He
felt at his belt for the dagger he kept sheathed there. He withdrew it and held
it out to the sollite on the table. I stepped closer. It was the first time he
had drawn the dagger since I had met him. I saw that it looked similar to the
sollite on the table. It was the same deep brown, although the dagger looked to
have lighter patches scattered on its surface. It seemed to move in the
candlelight, as if it was interacting with the light and moving with it.


“This
was in the tower when, well,” he stopped and looked down at the table. “When I
first came here, I found this,” he spoke again, firmer this time. “It was one
of the only pieces of sollite I had until now. I’ve only read about other
pieces in books.”


He
leaned over the table and moved the dagger toward the pile of gemstones. I had
a closer look as it moved. It looked more like an ornament than a weapon. It
looked too blunt to be used to cut anything, and even the end point looked
dull. 


I
wondered what the use of a decorative dagger would be until Tower tapped it
against one of the gems. I felt another flash hurtle against my magical sense.
I was closer this time and had a moment of similar disorientation that came
when a sudden loud noise blasted too close to my ears. The gemstone was gone
and its magic was now part of the dagger, waiting to be used later.


“This
piece will be yours, I think,” Tower stated while he sheathed his dagger.


“What?”


“I
want you to have it. Keep it in your room. Not too close to your candle or it
may steal the fire away. Be careful that you don’t try to channel any magic
when you’re holding it. It may drain a lot of your energy and you’ll have to
sleep for a few days.”


I
looked at him blankly for a few minutes. Being entrusted with a book had been
one thing, but being given a potentially dangerous item was something else
entirely. I thought of the large gemstone that Tower had in the corner of his
study. I thought of how he wanted me not to touch it. He handed me the
acorn-shaped sollite now and I expected it to burn my hands when I held it.


“Don’t
be too afraid, Bryce,” he said and smiled at me. “There is a book here written
by the first occupant of the tower, someone who helped build it. A lot of the
sollite they extracted down here was used in the walls. It draws up magic and
was used in spells and items. That’s how the candles stay lit and produce
heat.”


“Is
that why our writing books only work here? The magic is taken from the walls?”


“Clever
boy, yes,” Tower nodded. “You can’t make something appear out of nothing. A
small amount of magic is used each time, similar to how I make our food.”


“Why
do we need to mine gems, then? Can’t we use the tower’s magic as well?” I
asked, hopeful of a permanent solution to never having to go into the tunnel
again.


Tower
frowned. “No, we can’t access that magic directly. The tower is collecting it
for something. It won’t allow anyone to access it.”


“Collecting
it? What for?”


“Whatever
it is, it must be a big spell from the amount of magic it’s accumulating. I
don’t know,” he said, still frowning.


 











Chapter
Ten


 


 


Winter arrived and
we were prepared. 


The
gems we had collected were moved upstairs from the cellar. We kept them in a
pile on the first floor of the tower. Combined with what Tower had collected
before, we had a few hundred of them to use for heat, light, and food. Even if
the tunnel hadn’t been collapsed, we would have had plenty of supplies to last
throughout the winter.


My
knowledge was growing each week but so was my curiosity. It felt like each new
lesson brought more questions that I immediately asked Tower. Looking back I
know I must have been testing his patience, but he always tried to answer as
much as he could.


When
we moved the gemstones from the cellar:


“Does
the color of the gem effect the magic it has?”


“No,”
Tower answered. “The color represents quantity, not quality. Think of fire. A
blue flame burns hotter than a yellow flame. Darker gems are more concentrated
magic. That’s all.”


When
we collected fallen leaves from outside of the tower:


“You
said the tower has a spell that tries to keep people and animals away. Could we
ever find a way back here if we walked away right now?”


We
collected leaves carefully, keeping our feet on the stone foundation around the
bottom of the tower. We scooped them up and made a pile of them near the door.


“Would
you like to?” Tower replied.


I
shook my head quickly.


“If
you left right now you would likely not find your way here again,” Tower
explained. “I could if I opened myself and followed the source of magic here.
You could too after a few more years of training. But now, no. You would be
lost.”


He
walked to the edge of the stone and stepped onto the grass. I felt a rush of
panic but forced myself to remain calm. He turned around and looked at me. His
eyes seemed to be lost, staring a few paces next to me rather than directly at
me.


“I
can’t see you or the tower now,” he said. “Can you hear me? I never tried
that.”


“Yes,
I can hear you,” I shouted back.


If
he heard my words, he made no reaction to them. He stood still for another
moment and then stepped back onto the stone. His eyes snapped to me and he
smiled.


“Did
you hear me when I spoke?” he asked.


“Yes.
You couldn’t hear me?”


He
shook his head.


“You
try now. Don’t worry, I’ll keep hold of you,” he said.


I
hesitated and then walked slowly to the grass. I kept my feet on the stone and
felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff. I think I would have felt more
comfortable teetering on the rim of the tower’s roof.


Tower’s
hands gripped my shoulders and he spun me around so my back was to the grass.
He lifted me easily and placed me down one step outside of the stone.
Immediately the tower seemed to pop out of existence. I could see the sky
through the trees and the part of the forest that the building had been
obstructing.


Terror
gripped me just as quickly. I felt vulnerable and abandoned. I could still feel
Tower’s hands on my shoulders but I couldn’t see them. I tried to endure the
fear until he pulled me back in but my mind was already racing.


I
turned my head back to stare in the direction of my village, the route I had
taken through the trees months ago. I felt like the dragon could swoop down
through the trees in an instant and snatch me from Tower’s hands.


I
sprung off the grass and back toward him. The tower came back, seeming to grow
abruptly out of the ground, and I felt my body lurch as if I was knocked off
balance from it. I didn’t feel like I was completely safe until my back was at
the wall near the door. Tower was staring at me.


“It’s
okay, Bryce. You’re all right,” he said. “Do you see now why you’re safe here?”


I
nodded and became aware that I had started breathing heavily. I had been
sucking air through my nostrils and letting it out as a hiss between my teeth.
I slumped down onto the ground and watched Tower resume collecting the leaves,
giving me time to calm myself.


We
spent that evening sealing the windows of the tower. We used a combination of
the leaves and paper torn from our writing books to fill each of the windows.
Tower brought up the spindles of spider silk he had been gathering over the
weeks and we used generous amounts of it to finish the seal. The windows were
thin but quite deep. It took us a while to fill each one.


“What
would we have used if we didn’t have the spider?” I asked as I tore out two
pages from my book. I closed it and then turned back to where the pages had
grown back. I pulled two more out and handed them to him.


“A
lot more paper to start, probably with some stones from the cellar to keep
things weighed down. There are a few axes down there. You could risk chopping
down a tree for wood. That would work too.”


“There’s
no spell to bind things together?”


“There
probably is, I just don’t know it. It’s not in any of the books we have either.
Spell might not be the right word. You’ll start manipulating gems in a few
weeks. You’ll see what I mean then.”


“I
will? So soon?” I whispered.


“Simple
things first. Don’t get too carried away. Each thing you create using magic has
its own pattern and shape. It’s a lot like how you learned each letter of the
alphabet. You can combine different letters in different orders and make
different words. Magic is far more complicated, though. There are thousands of
different patterns and millions of different combinations.”


“I
don’t think I could ever learn a language with thousands of letters,” I
muttered.


“Then
you see what I mean. Out of all of those combinations it’s likely one would
lead to something that could hold all of this together. You can learn a lot
from experimenting, but it can be dangerous. Don’t worry, you’ll understand. I
don’t want to say too much now and confuse you.”


We
sealed the remainder of the windows in silence. I thought I had accomplished
something by extending my focus and now I felt like I knew next to nothing.
Similarly I was only recently able to read passages from books by myself. I
could almost read the beastiary page on the giant spider. The fundamentals of
my education were almost complete and I couldn’t decide if I was excited or
daunted by what I had to learn next.


The
tower felt cozier and more secluded than ever while we ate dinner that night.
The only light we had came from the enchanted water, now that all of the
windows were obstructed. For some reason it made me feel calm and safe, and the
tower felt more like a sanctuary than ever.


After
our meal we climbed up to the roof. Tower lifted the slab in the wall and
exposed the bowl of water and the gemstones inside. It had been almost two
weeks since they were last replaced and they were tiny. They looked like globs
of ice that were melting away into water.


“Snow
will be here soon. It’s best to add another gem for extra heat to both keep the
tower warm, and to make sure the water doesn’t freeze up here. You have to make
sure that this door is always closed. If snow falls into the water it’ll sap
all of the heat.”


He
dug around in his pockets for a handful of the gems that he always carried on
him. He portioned out four instead of the usual three. They were deep, darker
gems than he usually chose. Each of them was dropped into the water but they
did not begin to shine. He hadn’t opened the magic up to the water yet.


“This
will be one of the first techniques that I’ll teach you,” he said. “You won’t
be trying tonight, but next time we replace these gems I want you to try. For
now, I want you to gather yourself around the gems and pay attention to what I
do. You may not recognize it immediately and that’s okay. It might seem as
foreign and odd as when you tried to read your first word.”


I
leaned closer to the water and nodded. I centered my focus quickly and was
ready to feel as much of the magic as possible. I wanted to impress Tower.


At
first I felt nothing, and I worried that I had already made a mistake. Moving
my focus into the water proved to be more difficult than I anticipated. The
magic that was already contained in it was active and felt like a buzzing
sensation, like a wasp that was hovering close to my ears. 


I
realized intuitively that plunging my presence into the water was like running
my hand against the flow of the river. I was obstructing the magic and needed
to harmonize myself with it instead of pushing against it. When I settled
myself amongst the sparks of heat and light, the droning sensation faded and
became close to a pleasant tickling sensation.


I
found the new gems and surrounded them with my focus. They weren’t glowing and
I saw with both my eyes and magic that Tower had not activated them yet. It
wasn’t the first time that I felt the magic contained within the gemstones.
Each one was like looking at a different page of a book without being able to
understand the words. I could see how each part of it was different and how a
pattern eventually emerged out of repeating shapes and lines. I just didn’t
know what each of them meant.


The
gems began to glow as if burning hot in a fireplace. I felt the change as it
happened. The previous stability of the pattern of magic began to change like a
churning of the magic being stirred into a different form. It was over quickly
and, I think, would have been a simple process if I was able to understand what
I was witnessing. The next and last step was to transfer that change of magic
into the water.


I
felt between the four gemstones. Three of them were for heat and those were
already complete. The heat came from within the gems and was naturally absorbed
by the water and carried down through the tower as it flowed through the
channel in the wall. Light was another matter and was not conducted through the
water.


Tower’s
presence was already around the final gem when I focused on it. His magic felt
strong and confident. It reminded me of how easily my father could lift
something heavy that I couldn’t lift even as I strained my whole body. I felt
like the child that I was when I watched him work.


The
gem was punctured too fast for me to witness how it was done. I did manage to
recognize the pattern for light as it leaked out into the water. I traced it
back into the gem and saw that the pattern had been imprinted heavily around
the puncture. The magic that flowed out was changed as it passed into the
water. The light stayed with it and continued to shine as it moved into the
tower.


“Did
you manage to sense anything?” Tower asked.


“Yes.
A little. I don’t think it was much. I don’t understand a lot of what I saw.”


“That’s
okay. This will be harder to learn than anything I’ve taught you. If magic was
easy it would be a lot more common,” he placed a hand on my head. “Follow me
now. I want you to see one more thing before it’s time for bed.”


I
followed him back into the tower and down the stairs. We stopped at Tower’s
floor and went into his study. The room had become as much mine as his in the
past few months, although I still hadn’t seen inside his bedroom. He kept that
door closed.


He
led the way along the bookshelves to the far side of the room, where the second
door was that he always kept closed. I had wondered what was in it for a long
time but we were always too busy with lessons when I remembered to ask. I
thought he was leading us to the room and got excited at the prospect of seeing
what was inside. I was disappointed when we stopped next to it and he pointed
into the corner instead.


“Do
you remember what I said about this?”


I
looked to the giant gemstone in the corner. It was always a marvel to look at
and I never stopped wondering how it had been carried into the room.


“That
it was dangerous. And not to touch it. Which I haven’t!” I said quickly.


Tower
laughed. “Good. Focus again now. I’m going to show you how this was made. Don’t
try to manipulate anything. There is an immense amount of power here and if
something is done wrong it might, well, explode.”


Despite
knowing better I still took a step back. Tower pulled out another gem from his
pocket and placed it on top of the gigantic one. I was cautious as I moved my
focus between the two gems and moved it so slowly that I barely reached it in
time to witness Tower merging the two together.


The
joining of the two gems was easier to understand than the magic on the roof. It
reminded me of when the sollite had absorbed a stone in the cellar except it
was a more gentle process. There was no disorientating flash that stunned me
for a moment.


“I’ve
been building this for many years. It’s a collected supply of magic. There’s
probably enough to sustain us for years if anything ever went wrong,” Tower
explained.


“You
join the gems together?”


He
nodded. “Next time we’ll fuse two small ones. You’ll see that the gem doubles
in size. This one is too big to notice anything like that.”


He
seemed to be finished and I turned to the closed door. My curiosity was back
and prodding me. I finally had a chance to ask.


“What’s
behind this door?” I asked as Tower began to walk away.


He
turned around and looked at it as if he needed to confirm which door I was
asking about. He opened his mouth and then closed it. He was hesitating and
that got my attention. It was rare that he wasn’t quick to answer.


“Something.
Something bad,” he muttered. “That door is locked and it’s locked for a reason.
You must never try to get inside that room.”


I
straightened my back immediately and looked at the door and then back to him.
“What’s in there?”


He
shook his head and said nothing else. His eyes were moving around the room as
if they couldn’t decide what to settle on. It was an expression I had never
seen on Tower’s face before. I think it was fear.


He
walked away and went inside his bedroom. Even the chance of a glimpse inside
there wasn’t enough to take me away from the other door. After seeing the study
and the mines I thought I had learned all of the exciting, dangerous places of
the tower. I went to bed that night with my imagination burning with ideas of
what could possibly be locked inside.


That
same imagination gave me one of my worst nightmares that night. It had been
weeks since my previous one and I had hoped that they were behind me.


In
the dream I was outside collecting leaves and I walked too far from the tower.
Something pressed me away and urged me further into the forest and I could
never find my way back. Even though the trees were bare from the approaching winter
I was still stifling hot as I wandered through the trees. It felt like summer
in my dream.


The
forest surrounded me and became denser with trees the longer I walked. The
trees felt alive and could move closer to me when I wasn’t looking at them. It
frightened me and I ran until I hit a wall of them, as if the trees had merged
together like the gemstones in Tower’s study.


I
turned behind me and saw that I was trapped in a circle of them with no gap big
enough to squeeze through. The sound of something creaking and cracking
assaulted my ears and I turned to see branches stretching out to me like
clawed, bony hands. They froze when I looked at them but I heard more sounds
behind me. I couldn’t keep my eyes on all of the trees at once. Some of them
would always be moving to grab me.


I
kept my eyes on the nearest tree and jumped at it. The noise behind me
increased and was joined by a stomping noise, as if something colossal was
marching behind me. I climbed as fast as I could, not daring to look behind me.
I was too afraid to see what was chasing me. I was too afraid that the tree I
was climbing would start moving if I looked away.


The
tree was impossibly tall as I climbed higher, as if its trunk kept stretching
all the way up into the clouds. Inexplicably, the higher I climbed the louder
the crackling noise became until it suddenly wasn’t a tree at all. I was
climbing a stone wall. The nightmare changed instantly, as dreams often do, and
I was no longer in the forest. I was climbing the wall in my village.


The
crackling sound was the fire. There was too much smoke to see anything and I
fell, my hands slipped from the wall as though the smoke reminded me of the ash
that coated it and made me loose my grip. I landed on my feet and there were no
piles of bodies to greet me this time. The villagers weren’t dead yet and were
scrambling around me. All of them were on fire and all of them were screaming.


I
didn’t have time to run. A crash came from above the smoke. It sounded like
thunder but I knew better. I stared up at the direction of the sound and felt
helpless. I knew it was the dragon before another crash came and its wings
parted the smoke and revealed its body. It was looking at me.


The
sounds of the dream turned to silence. The dragon reared its head as though it
was roaring but I heard no noise. The fire began to swirl around its tail and
wings and spread over its body toward its mouth. It was still looking at me. I
raised my hands.


The
nightmare was real to me and I groped for my focus. The fire concentrated
around the dragon’s mouth and poured down at me. My mouth contorted into a
scream that I couldn’t hear and I tried uselessly to catch the fire in my
hands, to hold it like Tower could. The flames washed over me and I burned. My
flesh ruptured and my blood boiled on my skin.


Even
in my dream I failed to control fire.


 


 











Chapter
Eleven


 


 


In the early days
of winter I spent a lot of time on the roof. The tower was caught in the
awkward phase before the temperature became consistently cold. Snow fell and
then melted the next day. In the morning I might wrap myself up in the furs on
my bed to keep warm, but by evening the tower might be too hot now that an
extra gem had been added to the water.


The
roof offered an escape from the heat on the warmer evenings. The chill of the
air would be cool and pleasant on my skin, if only for a little while. Some
nights I would climb up there to escape from potential nightmares. The skyline
that I used to find so unnerving now had a reassuring effect. I felt confident
that nothing would be able to see me and I could confirm that there was no
dragon nearby in safety. Sometimes it helped me sleep.


Each
day was now filled with more lessons. Tower focused solely on magic and left me
to continue reading in my own time. He pressed me to learn quickly but also
expertly knew when to slow down on some of the more complicated techniques. It
was as if he knew ahead of time which areas I would find the most troublesome.


One
night, after dinner, he cleared the table so that there was nothing between us
except for his bag of gemstones. I moved my chair and sat close to him. We
shared a corner of the table.


“You’ve
developed your focus well so far,” he said. “You could be faster with it but
some things come with time, not just practice. So far you are using your magic
like you use your eyes to read. It’s an accomplishment but you should also be
able to change things. You should be able to use your magic to write.”


I
looked from him to the bag on the table. I shifted in my chair.


“Relax.
You’re ready. Now watch closely,” he said softly.


The
drawstring on the bag began to move independently. I heard the sound of it
scraping through the holes along the rim of the bag, but Tower wasn’t touching
it. I reached out with my focus and felt his presence manipulating the string
and then moving into the gems. They clinked against each other as he surrounded
one of the stones. I felt him grasp it and then levitate it out onto the table.


“That’s
amazing,” I whispered.


“Do
you still think magic is doing the impossible?”


I
looked once again away from him and to the table. My eyes shifted between the
bag and the gemstone. I turned back to him and reluctantly nodded.


“Sorry,”
I muttered and lowered my head.


“That’s
all right, Bryce. Remember the last time I asked you that question. We spoke
about the apple tree. What did you say was impossible about that scenario?”


“The
speed that the tree grew. It was too fast,” I replied.


“Good.
What do you think is impossible this time? What happened?”


“You
moved something without touching it. That’s impossible.”


“Very
good. You think it’s impossible because you do not yet understand what’s
happening,” he explained. “The special quality that wizards have is their
ability to manipulate energy in all of its forms. Keep that in mind. I am going
to move the stone again. This time, I want you to focus yourself on me instead
of the gem. If you do that, I think you’ll understand.”


I
nodded and took a deep breath before finding my focus once more. I did as Tower
asked and centered myself on him and ignored the table. For the first time I
felt him acknowledge my presence with something akin to a gentle tap. It
reverberated back to my chest and I smiled at the sensation.


He
started to gather energy after he knew I was watching. It reminded of the day
he had channeled fire over his body and shoulders when he burned the farren
monster to death. The energy looked like a pale blue that swirled around his
arm and then reached out to the table. I felt it envelope the gemstone and then
lift it, the trail of energy still connected back to Tower’s body.


He
abruptly broke the channel and it was gone. The stone fell back onto the table
and he turned to me.


“Still
impossible?” Tower asked.


“No.
I think I get it.”


“Ah,”
he smiled. “Explain it to me then.”


“It
would still be impossible if you weren’t touching it but you are,” I stopped
after I said that, thinking I might be wrong. A grin crossed over Tower’s face
and I was encouraged to continue. “You reach out with something other than your
body. You’re connected to the stone for a few moments by changing the energy
between you. Though, I don’t know how you did that,” I added sullenly.


“Well
done, yes. Think of it like heat or light. You can see the source of where
they’re coming from, usually fire, but you can still feel their effects even if
you aren’t touching them. The energy is reaching you. Wizards are capable of
changing energy into other forms, from magic to light or heat. Or from the
energy within ourselves into kinetic energy.


“This
is the easiest kind of manipulation there is, both to learn and to use,” he
continued. “Changing the energy within yourself into fire is not only difficult
but it leaves you drained of most of the fuel you have stored from eating.
That’s why gemstones are so important. You use energy from them instead of your
own.”


Tower
reached over and cleared the table again. He placed his right hand down on top
of it, palm up, and I saw the energy build around his arm even without finding
my focus. The fire lashed out as it raced down his arm and joined at his hand.
I leaned back in my seat as far as I could.


The
flames shot up without warning and roared through the tower. I craned my head
and saw that they reached up like a pillar, burning through the center of the
room. I looked at Tower and saw the sweat that was already pouring down his
face. I knew, somehow, that it was from the exertion of the spell rather than
the heat of the fire.


When
the fire stopped he slumped forward and braced himself on the table. The
roaring sound of the fire was gone and I could now hear him panting as if he
had just run all the way to the top of the tower.


“I
may have tried too hard to show off there,” he said and laughed between deep
breaths. “The wizard from your village. A frail man? Not interested in maintaining
his body?”


I
was taken aback by the change in subject but I thought back to my meetings with
him. He had been old but also thinner than other elderly men. He had been all
skin and bone with hardly any muscle to speak of. I nodded, impressed by his
guess.


“That
is not me and it shall not be you. A wizard must be strong physically as well
as mentally. The fire I just created would have likely killed him,” he said
flatly. “From now on you will exercise your body every day. The stronger your
flesh is, the more energy that it can withstand and conduct.”


I
kept my eyes on him as he spoke. I couldn’t believe how exhausted he suddenly
looked. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days.


“Ah,”
he smiled. “From the look on your face I think you understand why you should
mainly use gems for magic. Go down to the cellar in the morning and get
yourself a pouch. You’ll keep a small stash on you for emergencies like I do.
Only draw on the energy of your body if your life depends on it.”


He
tried to get up and groaned. He fell back onto the chair and winced. 


“Or
if you want to foolishly impress your apprentice,” he muttered.


He
reached down for the bag of gems and placed them back on the table. Even though
we just had dinner he created another meal from one of the gems. He immediately
started eating like it was the first time he had eaten in days. I went down to
the cellar to get him some water and he was still eating when I got back.


“Thank
you,” he said before gulping down a cup of water.


When
he was finally finished, and he had eaten twice as much as he usually did, he
placed the empty cup in front of me. He suspended what was left of the meal and
moved it to the opposite end of the table. He gestured toward the cup.


“Before
bed, I want you to try to move that with your magic,” he said. “You might not
be able to lift it tonight, but try to give it a nudge. Don’t be afraid to get
it wrong.”


I
sat up straight and looked at the cup like it was the most complicated thing I
had ever seen. I gathered my focus and surrounded the cup with it, just like I
had when witnessing all of Tower’s spells and channeling before. I thought
about making the cup move by imagining it. I pictured it floating in my head
and nothing happened.


After
a few minutes I switched to a different tactic. I visualized a building force
in my head and then pushed out with it against the cup. Still, nothing happened
except my head started to hurt. I released my focus and turned to Tower.


“I
can’t do it,” I said.


“You
can’t do it, yet,” he said, with a strong emphasis on the final word. “You’re
trying to move it with your mind. That is impossible. Remember, you must
be connected to the object with your magic. Move it with that.”


I
turned back to the cup and tried again. After a few more minutes of nothing
happening I began to get frustrated. It felt like I was trying to write a word
without knowing what it looked like. I was about to give up again when I
thought back to what I had seen Tower do.


I
remembered the flow of energy that had protruded out of his hand and onto the
table. It wasn’t enough to move my focus to the cup, I had to reach out through
that as well. I put my right hand on the table and I felt my forearm begin to
ache as if I was straining to lift something heavy. It didn’t hurt but it was
close.


Through
that I grasped the cup but it still didn’t move. I remembered how Tower had
nudged me with his presence when I honed in on him. I tried to recreate that
with the cup and it shifted in front of me. I had lifted one side of it up
slightly and I was so shocked that it worked that I panicked. I lost my
concentration and the cup fell back onto the table, spinning around with the
force I had pushed into it.


“I
did it!” I yelled, not caring that I only created a small tap. It was the first
tangible thing I had done with my magic. Until that moment I hadn’t really
believed that I was a wizard like Tower. All of the work of the previous months
had been validated all at once.


The
next few weeks brought a flurry of progress. Each day I practiced moving things
along with reading, writing, and drawing in my book. Each day I could move
something a little more and I was already feeling the effects of drawing power
from my own body.


I
exercised regularly by running up and down the stairs, from the floor up to the
roof. Falling from the stairs was still a fear of mine so I kept close to the
wall each time I ran. After feeling drained from using magic I understood the
importance of keeping my body strong. I also had a new found respect for
Tower’s abilities now that I understood how strong he must be to channel so
much fire.


During
those weeks Tower made smaller meals each night. He showed me that gems could
be split as well as merged together. He had me focus on the smaller gems as he
transformed them into food so I could learn their patterns.


After
a dozen examples he started halting the process half-way through. The pattern
would be visible to me but the gem was caught, shining brightly, just before it
would turn into the meal. He would have me guess what the food would be based
on the pattern. It was in this way that I first started learning how to
manipulate the energy found in gems.


Patterns
were hard to remember and I was wrong more often than not. Still, Tower was
patient with me and we created more food than we needed. I was happy to eat
more since I was burning so much energy while I practiced moving objects.


“Here,”
Tower said one day. “I think you should, ah, ‘cook’ for us tonight.”


He
placed a red gem in the middle of the table.


“What
should I make?” I asked as I took my seat.


“An
apple. It’s a fitting start, I think. You’ve been able to identify that one the
most. You want to move your focus inside the gem instead of around it. You want
to move and change what’s inside the gem, not the gem itself. Imprint the pattern
onto the energy while drawing it out.”


I
took a deep breath and slowly exhaled through my teeth.


I
reached out and touched the gemstone with my focus. I had gotten better at
handling it since I started moving things. My other senses could work in tandem
with my magical one. I could feel the weight and texture of the gemstone as if
I was holding it my hand. I could see the vibrations of the potential energy
trapped in the stone.


Slipping
into the gem was easier than I thought it would be. It was more a matter of
letting go of the preconception that barriers were physical obstacles. I had to
remind myself that the rules that applied to my physical body weren’t always
imposed on my magical sense and, if I kept that in the forefront of my
thoughts, I could move into the heart of the gem.


From
then on the evening was full of mistakes. The first time I tried to effect a
change on the magic of the gem I ended up reshaping its mass instead of
imprinting the pattern of the apple. I drew back, thinking I was successful,
and saw that the gem was now rough and misshapen. It looked like a bumpy rock
instead of a smooth stone.


My
second attempt was at least successful in manipulating the energy. The pattern
I used was wrong and resulted in a burst of white light that consumed the
entire gem. It was blindingly bright and hovered in the air above the table as
if I summoned a star into the room. It refused to fade and continued shining
until Tower condensed the energy back into a gem. It was much smaller after
that, having been used to create the light.


We
burned, sometimes literally, through eight gemstones before I succeeded. I was
able to remember the pattern correctly and properly change the energy. From
then I had to visualize and stretch out the energy into the desired shape of
the apple.


I
was reminded by how Tower created barriers out of the gems as I worked the
magic. Suddenly I also saw the wisdom in using red gems to make the apple. It
was much easier to imagine the red apple forming around a gem of the same color.


As
the energy spread into the form of the fruit it felt easy and natural. It was
like trying to read a word that I had never seen before and, as I sounded it
out, I realized that it was a word I already knew, a word that I had said aloud
my entire life but never seen on paper. I had been eating apples for so long
that its shape was so familiar and simple for me.


Unfortunately
that burst of confidence made me complacent in the final moment of the spell. I
was excited and proud and tore my focus away too quickly. It morphed the shape
of the apple into a distorted mess. It was lumpy in places, and had corners in
others. I looked at it and my triumphant expression faded. I felt like I wanted
to cry.


“Wow,”
Tower said and then started laughing. “It’s okay, that’s not the important
part. Look.”


He
moved quickly and carved into the apple. He trimmed away the protruding pieces
until it looked closer to a real apple. He sliced the remaining piece in half
and handed it to me. He took the other half himself and bit into it.


“See?”
he said with his mouth full. “The shape is easy to fix. Just don’t rush the end
next time. The important part is if the energy was changed correctly. Try it.”


I
took a bite. The apple was juicy and firm. It crunched as I chewed it and tasted
just like every other apple I had eaten. I felt a surge of pride build up
inside of me and took another bite. At that moment it was the most delicious
thing I had ever tasted.


“I
really did it?”


Tower
nodded and I grinned back at him. I straightened in the chair and looked at the
other gems on the table.


“What
else can I make?”


 


 


Over the following
weeks I provided almost all the food that we consumed. At first we ate fruit
and bread, but as I grew more confident Tower taught me more complex meals. If
I had trouble remembering a pattern, he would create something for me and then
guide me as we reverted it back into the form of a gem. The gem was always much
smaller than it was originally and much of the energy was lost in the process,
but in doing so I learned the pattern of the food and could recreate it.


I
created roast beef and ham, potatoes and turnips, carrots and cauliflower. I
made onions, tomatoes, lettuce, and sweet corn. Chicken was my favorite and I
made that more often than anything else.


The
more that I worked with the gemstones the faster the process became, and I
discovered that the quicker I was at filling out the energy into the pattern,
the larger the end result of the food was. Less energy was wasted when I could
manipulate it faster. Tower explained that when I was good enough to transmute
a gemstone in under a second, I could create a week’s worth of meals out of the
same gem I used to make my first apple.


“Could
I create a live chicken?” I blurted out one day, the same way all the sudden
questions came crashing out of my mouth.


“No,”
Tower said and then hesitated. “Well, yes. Maybe. It would be difficult. When
you make food you can make mistakes and it’s okay, like your first apple. We
likely get some things wrong all the time, but it doesn’t matter because the
food is made to be eaten, not to live and breathe. Most likely you would end up
with a very horrific result at worst, or the chicken would die part way through
the process at best.”


I
nodded but it seemed to have sparked something in Tower. He stared off into
space for a few moments and then shook his head.


“No,
no. You might be able to learn by breaking down the life energy of a chicken
into a solid form, like when you learn a new food by turning it back to a gem.
But it would be far more complex. You’d need many chickens. No, it wouldn’t be
worth it. Possible, but too costly.”


The
weeks continued and I started reading from the library myself. Tower had kept
his promise and given me access to a book of words and their definitions. I
referred to it often and tried my best to commit the new words to memory,
although it usually took finding it a few times before it really stuck.


My
proficiency at writing and drawing was increasing at a much faster rate and I
spent my evenings copying Tower’s drawings and sentences for practice,
emulating the way he created his curves as best as I could. I became hungry for
more knowledge and became enthralled with reading as much as I could.


Toward
the end of winter I was taught how to make the gems release heat and light on
the roof. That was a different kind of manipulation that required a steady
change of energy instead of one sudden change, like transforming a gem into
food.


I
made many mistakes. I could imprint the pattern well enough but I failed at the
rate of which energy was released. The water was filled with too much light and
was blindingly bright for hours as it ran down the tower walls.


Another
failed attempt shattered a gem I had been using for heat and half of the water
boiled away in the channel. We spent a miserable evening in the doorway on the
roof, finding it unbearably hot to be inside. We had to melt the ice in the
frozen water barrel to replenish the supply for the gems. That gave me ample
opportunity to experiment and understand what I did wrong.


I
grasped those basic lessons as winter turned to spring. The foundations of my
education were nearly complete and, as the weather began to warm, Tower decided
it was time to test me. 


 


 











Chapter
Twelve


 


 


We sat in the
cellar with my copy of the giant spider’s beastiary entry on the work table in
front of us. We had cleared it of rubble, dust, and tools. I sat staring at the
page that I had written in my own hand, copying as much of Tower’s handwriting
style as I could along with each of the words. I had copied it again and again
until my letters had been small enough to fit all of the words on one page as
he had.


“Read
it out to me, Bryce. If you don’t remember what a word means then don’t worry,
just sound out the letters and move on. You don’t need to understand every word
to understand a sentence. Sometimes you can work it out if you know the rest,”
Tower said encouragingly from the other side of the table.


“Okay,”
I said in a low voice. I took one last sweeping glance over the page and then
began:


“The
Giant Spider.


“Although
usually found solely in underground areas of high magic resonance, reports from
other books have rare sightings above ground and in the caves of creatures of
high magic potential. A prominent example is that of a hibernating dragon. It
would seem that certain insect species are highly susceptible to absorbing
residual magic. The giant spider is one of them.


“Size
and strength vary widely but most sources agree that any spider greater than
double the standard size may be considered a giant. They retain most of the
agility of their smaller siblings but lose a significant portion of their
strength. The most popular theory is that the build and inner workings of most
insects do not translate well to increased size, which would explain the lack
of scaling strength and the perplexingly light weight of the giant spider.
Further studies would have to be made in order to confirm this.


“Other
drawbacks include the loss of the ability to administer venom. It would seem
that the method in which spiders inject toxins through their chelicerae—did I
say that right?—is rendered useless with increased size; however, it would seem
that a side effect of this disability is a high toxicity of their blood. Unless
an antitoxin is also provided, it is advised that no giant spider blood or body
parts be used in any alchemical experiments.


“The
exception to this rule is found in the giant spider’s silk. Although the silk’s
properties are largely unchanged from its transformation, the quantity that can
be produced lends itself to a vast number of practical uses. Spider silk has
great tensile strength, is extremely light weight, and is capable of
withstanding blows from blades and blunt weapons alike.


“Spider
silk should be harvested from webs produced naturally by the giant spider
although, if necessary, the spider’s silk gland can be expressed for forcible
extraction of additional silk. The process would require a great amount of
restraint, knowledge, and nerve, and is not recommended.”


I
lifted my head from the page. My eyes burned from the concentration expended on
each of the lines. Usually I found that reading relaxed me, but I had tried my
hardest to impress Tower and the efforts had temporarily drained me.


“Mostly
good. A few stumbles on the larger words but that’s to be expected. Chelicerae.
Kuh-lis-er-ree,” Tower pronounced the word slowly.


“Chu-lis-er-ree,”
I repeated back. “Chelicerae. That one’s hard.” 


“It
is,” Tower smiled. “Did you understand what you read?”


“Not
the big words. Some sentences I didn’t understand,” I said. I often felt like I
was reading to learn new words rather than the message of each sentence.


“Come
and look at the spider now,” he said as he turned to face the cage.


“Do
we need more silk?” I asked. The thought of having to go inside and manually
extract it from the spider was at the forefront of my thoughts. I never wanted
to touch the thing, never mind force it to do something with my hands.


“No.
This will be your final lesson in the basics of magic. We discussed yesterday
about the different forms of energy and how a wizard is able to control them.
Do you remember how I restrain the spider before we go into the cage?” he asked
without taking his eyes from the jail.


“You
shackle it with a form of energy. It’s different than when you make a barrier
with a gemstone. It’s physical but not a solid object. It’s still energy. I
don’t know the word.”


“Kinetic
energy. Go on,” he said.


“You
focus energy in a form of pressure at a point on the spider. I can feel it when
you work the energy. It doesn’t take a lot, does it? A lot less than making
fire.”


“Correct,”
he smiled. “You’d be surprised how little force is required if it is put in the
right place. Well done. There are other forms of energy that I can show you but
those are more advanced lessons. There’s one last thing about this spider,
however. Do you remember the first time that it was stunned? In the tunnel?”


I
nodded.


“Tell
me about it. What was different about that time?”


“That
wasn’t energy. You froze—suspended—it that time. Like you do with our food. I
don’t know what that is. That’s different,” I said quietly, unsure if there was
something I had failed to notice.


“That
was an influence on time. That’s the other, more complicated, side of the magic
that I can teach you. When you take energy from your body or gemstones and
create fire, you are transforming energy from one form to another.


“This
other side is influencing that energy without changing it. You can accelerate
the speed of the energy and make a fire burn through its fuel faster, or you
can slow it down or even stop it, if you are capable enough. The more volatile
and excited the energy is, the more difficulty you’ll have in slowing or
stopping it. Those are the only ways you can influence it, however. It’s impossible
to reverse the course of energy.”


“You
can stop fire?” I whispered.


“In
theory,” Tower responded slowly. “In my years I have only managed to slow fire,
but not stop it. But I am young still. I may learn one day.”


I
gawked at his comment about him being young and he laughed at me. It was a good
laugh. I found myself smiling.


“Fire
is a very active state for energy to be in,” Tower continued. “Food is easy.
It’s almost entirely stationary to begin with. Creatures and people vary,
depending on the amount of magical energy they have inside of them and their
size. It requires a great deal of concentration and knowledge on the part of
the wizard, but little to no energy is actually expended on your part. You are
manipulating an already existing form as it is, not transmuting something from
yourself into another form.”


“How
else can you alter time?” I perked up as I asked the question and, as if he
knew the reason why I was suddenly so animated, Tower frowned at me.


“I’m
sorry Bryce, but not in the way you’re hoping. It is possible that two moments
in time can be linked to each other but only under very specific circumstances.
The link would also have to be created beforehand and then returned to much
later. You can’t travel backwards unless you were able to create that point
yourself. 


“The
amount of magic involved would be immense. I’ve only come across it once in the
collection of books upstairs. Even if you found a way, you wouldn’t be able to
save your village from the dragon.”


I
turned my head from his view and nodded. I didn’t like to get upset in front of
Tower even if there were still nights that I was terrified that the dragon may
find us. I had been safe for almost a year and my nightmares still hadn’t
stopped.


I
felt Tower move away and begin to shift around the room. I raised my eyes and
watched as he picked up a handful of stones from the corners of the room. They
were pieces of broken stone, a mess that we hadn’t bothered to clean up after
extracting the gemstones.


“Watch
then, this will be the last lesson before you can truthfully call yourself an
apprentice,” he grinned as he spoke and I immediately gave him my full
attention. My need to impress Tower cleared away other thoughts.


I
studied his movements with both my eyes and my magic focus. He placed three
stones on the table, leaving a small space between each of them. He left the
first one alone, as if it was to serve as a point of reference. The second he
picked up with only his forefinger and thumb so I could still see it as he
lifted it above the table. He parted his fingers and the stone remained in the
air. I could feel the energy drawing out of Tower to hold the stone in place.
It was similar to what I felt when he held the spider in place so many months
ago.


“So
far this is something you have seen me do,” he explained. “You are capable of
this and you’ll be trying soon, so pay attention. First I want to show you the
other way to contain things, and how it’s different.”


He
took up the third stone and held it up. His eyes locked on it for a brief
moment before he looked at me.


“This
is suspended now, just like our food. Just like the spider in the tunnel. Now,
what do you think will happen when I move my fingers from holding it?”


“It’ll
stay in the air,” I said, thinking it was obvious.


He
smiled and moved his hand. The stone fell and bounced off the tabletop like
there was no spell at all.


“But?”
I looked between him and the stone in disbelief. “I don’t understand.”


“That’s
okay, I got that one wrong my first time too,” he said. “Suspending something
only effects the object and energy of the target itself, not the forces acting
around it. We could still move the spider, remember? You can still move the
food on the plate. The stone will still fall.”


I
looked at the other stone still hovering in the air as Tower moved back to
standing in front of it.


“However,
I’m holding this one in place with energy stronger than the gravity pulling at
it. A larger amount of energy than I am using to keep this in place would be
required to move it now.”


“The
other way doesn’t seem very good then,” I said with a frown. “What good is it?”


Tower
laughed, “Don’t be so quick to dismiss it. If I held our food in place with
kinetic energy it will still lose heat. It will still rot and decay. Suspending
something has different uses, that’s all. The spider didn’t feel any pain and
wasn’t aware of us when we moved it because of that spell. In addition, well,
watch.”


He
walked over to the cabinet that held dozens of our picks, chisels, and other
tools. He brought a small hammer back with him and aimed it at the suspended
stone on the table. The hammer slammed down onto it with a loud clang and
bounced off of it. Tower had arms as large as the guards in my village and I
knew the stone should have crumbled to a blow that strong.


“It’s
unbreakable!” I shouted. The spider shifted in the cell at the volume of my
voice and I sheepishly squirmed in my seat.


“Not
quite. Watch now when I release it,” he said.


He
held his hand out once more and snapped his fingers. It was more of a signal
for me rather than a requirement of the spell. Immediately the stone shattered
to shards and dust on the tabletop as if the hammer had only just hit it.


“These
kinds of spells require a constant connection with you. It cost me some energy
for that not to break at the point of impact. Not a lot, but if I wasn’t able
to provide that energy it would have broken. This other stone is the same. I
want you to try this now, and then I’m going to give you a real test.”


Tower
held up the first stone that he had previously left on the table. I centered
myself around it and found the pattern to be quite easy to replicate. I had
gotten better at learning from other spells that he showed me first rather than
stumbling around trying to guess at the correct alignment for the focused
energy.


He
let go of the stone and it wobbled in place. I poured more of my energy around
it and it stabilized. It was one of the few times I had worked magic from my
own body rather than an outside source. I felt a little faint and I was suddenly
grateful for all of the climbing I had been doing each day on the stairs to
strengthen my body. An image of the frail old wizard from my village flashed
into my head and I vowed, once again, not to be like him.


“This
type of magic will get easier as you get older and stronger, but you should be
able to do some now,” Tower explained as he pointed to the spider in the cell.


“What?”
I said, so shocked that I bolted upright and lost all of my concentration. The
stone I had been keeping in the air dropped and bounced down onto the floor.
Tower’s was still levitating.


“This
is your test. I want you to shackle the spider the same way you just did the
stone. Then go inside and collect some webs. You can do it.”


“Will
I hurt it?” I said meekly. I had grown a little attached to the spider. I was
the one who gave it food and water lately.


“No.
It’s only a little force put in the right spot. It’s like if I held part of
your body down. Like this,” he said as he put the palm of his hand on my
forehead. “Try to push against my hand.”


I
did so and was met with pressure. My head felt like it was stuck and couldn’t
move against his hand. There was no pain.


“Now,
imagine that I had a hand for each part of your head. You wouldn’t be able to
move in any direction. You do that around the base of its legs and they’re
useless. If the spider is resting it won’t even know you did it.”


I
was skeptical but only because I doubted my own ability to hone my magic,
rather than not trusting what Tower said to me. I leaned forward and rested my
hands on my legs, reaching out through the bars and into the jail cell.


The
spider wasn’t moving and I couldn’t tell if it was already back to sleep. Over
the weeks I had gotten better at separating the imaging of my magic from the
visualization I associated with my eyes. Instead of seeing the beginnings of a
kinetic shackle around each leg, I felt the potential for them to be there with
my magic. It was a subtle difference at first, but it was a considerable help
to me, especially when I had to work quickly or manipulate something that was
blocked from my view, like the hind legs of the spider.


Each
shackle took me a moment or two to secure, and I revisited each of them after a
new one was formed. It was close to the mental juggling of numbers when doing
mathematics, making sure to maintain each strand of magic while threading a new
one around another leg. 


The
process was far more tiring than the stone had been and I could feel sweat
running down my back when I was finished. When I got to my feet I could feel
the effects of maintaining the magical force pull at me from the cell. It felt
like a faint buzzing inside my head, vibrating out into my ears. I turned to
Tower.


“Well
done. Go in now and collect some of the silk,” he said and handed me a few of
the wooden paddles. “I’ll watch the spider in case something goes wrong.”


His
warning set me on edge and I was extra careful to maintain each of the shackles
as I worked around the room. I swabbed at the walls and wrapped several strands
around the wood at once, coiling around them thickly until they became too
large to handle. I set them outside one at a time, remembering to check that
the spider was still subdued before I returned to the cell.


I
had trouble with the final collection. There was a particularly thick section
of silk and I couldn't unravel it from the wall. I pulled on it futilely before
I remembered what Tower had done each time I had watched him. I placed my hand
near the silk and focused myself on my fingertips, trying to create heat through
my hand to sever the web. It wasn’t something I had tried before and I wanted
to get it right to impress him.


“Bryce!
No!” Tower screamed and rushed forward into the cell.


I
felt the shackles break at the same time as I heard him scream. I had focused too
intently on the heat and had lost the threads around the spider. I had my back
to it and the hiss it created came so close that I felt it trickle down my
neck. I could do nothing but flinch.


The
spider must have reared up at me and jumped as Tower flung his spell toward it.
He had gotten into the cell with me as it happened. Something smacked into my
back and I fell forward into the webs. I saw Tower was next to me but there was
no movement from the spider.


He
seared the webs from around me and I squirmed free of the wall. The silk still
clung to me in patches and I made a face at it. I turned and saw the spider
suspended as it had been the first time in the tunnel. His spell must have hit
it in midair and it collided into me with the force it still carried. If Tower
had been any later it could have torn me to pieces.


“You
need to be careful,” he said as he walked out of the cage. “Take this as a
lesson for trying to get ahead of yourself. I’m still here to help you.”


“I’m
sorry. Thank you for not killing the spider. It wasn’t its fault,” I said
softly, my head lowered in shame. It was the first time in months that I felt
that I had disappointed him.


“It’s
okay, just learn from it. Any mistake you can walk away from is a lesson
learned. Remember that.”


 


 


 











Chapter
Thirteen


 


 


We were in the
middle of summer when Tower decided it was time that I create my own familiar.


The
windows had been cleared and opened. We discarded the used paper, leaves, and
silk outside at the back of the tower. A gemstone was removed from the bowl on
the roof so less heat ran through the walls. The cooler, dark, windowless rooms
of the tower became a refuge for us from the heat. I spent most of the days
reading my way through the collection of books, while Tower busied himself with
writing new additions for it.


It
was over a year since I had first stumbled my way into the tower but it was now
fully my home. I had grown comfortable in the safety and shelter of its walls
and Tower’s protection. I think the first weeks of that summer were the most
peaceful and stable of my life, and I had no idea that the creation of my
familiar was the first step in shattering that comfort.


Tower
gave me books on the subject at first, and I devoured them quickly. I had few
stumblings in reading them. I was becoming adept enough at working through the
meaning of words by looking at the relevance to the rest of the sentence. Each
day my level of comprehension was growing.


The
books on familiars fascinated me. Tower had been correct when he said there was
a large variety of forms and methods to create or imbue a life to fulfill the
purpose. Some books suggested that a familiar could be found instead of made,
and that an intelligent creature could easily fulfill the role. Others read
more like instruction manuals to infuse stones with magical energy and the
power of thought and movement, and went into great detail on maintaining such a
creature.


The
idea had been in the back of my mind ever since Tower told me about his
familiar and how I could be trained to be a wizard. Although I had been warned
about getting ahead of myself, I had long before decided what type of familiar
I would like to have. When Tower came into my room one afternoon and asked me
to take a few days to consider my options, I told him I had an answer already.


“Really?”
he asked and seemed genuinely surprised, which was a rare thing.


“Yes.
I want a fire elemental, like you had,” I answered.


He
looked at me for what felt like a very long time. I thought that maybe I had
offended him before he spoke again.


“Is
this because I taught you magic? This decision should be made for yourself, and
fire elementals are not easy to keep,” he said.


“No.
It’s because of the dragon. I’m afraid of fire still. Even though you’re
teaching me how I can control it, it still scares me. You told me that a
familiar is like a friend. A companion. I’d like to not be scared of fire
anymore,” I explained and then looked away from Tower’s face, afraid to see his
reaction there.


“That,”
he said, after another moment of silence, “is a good reason.” I met his eyes
and found him regarding me with an odd expression.


“We’ve
never spoken much about the dragon,” he continued on. “You are welcome to stay
here for as long as you like, of course. But do you ever plan to go back to
your village? To see if someone else survived?”


I
hadn’t given much thought to ever leaving the tower but some part of me had
already decided the answer to that question. The words came out of me without
any conscious thought, as if the idea had fermented inside me over the last
year. 


“One
day I will kill the dragon.”


Tower
once again had the odd expression on his face, as if he regretted hearing those
words. He gave one solemn nod and then walked out of the room. I thought the
conversation was over for the day and that we’d start work on the familiar
tomorrow. It was already late in the evening. To my surprise, he was back a few
minutes later and handed me another book.


I
looked down at it in my hand. The cover was blank.


“What
is this?” I asked.


“A
book on fire elementals. There are some loose pages inside that I wrote as
well. You can start reading it tomorrow. Tonight you must focus on the creation
of your familiar.”


“What
do I do?”


He
reached over to the sollite I had been keeping on my bedroom table for months.
He held it tightly in his hand as if to get a feel for its weight. I couldn’t
properly read the expression on his face; I couldn’t tell if he was sad or deep
in thought.


“This
will act as the core for the familiar. You’ve kept it for so long now that you
probably already have a connection to it whether you intended to or not. It’s
why I wanted you to have it. You’ll sit and focus on the sollite until you’re
aware of that connection. You’ll then need to smother it with flames until it
catches fire, just like starting a cooking fire,” he said, and for the briefest
moment his eyes flickered to the candle on my table.


“Should
I do it now?”


“Yes.
It will take a few hours. Don’t rush it,” he said and placed the sollite back
on the table. “It’s important that the fire comes from you, Bryce. That’s part
of making sure the familiar will be connected with you. I know you’ve had
trouble with that but you can’t use a gem or any other source of magic for
this. You must create the flames from your own body.”


I
hadn’t been able to do that yet and Tower knew it. He must have been trusting
me to succeed now, when it was important. It was a challenge and I gathered
myself up for it. I nodded at him.


“Good
lad,” he said with a smile. “I’ll leave you to it.”


He
started walking to the door and stopped partway there. He turned back to me.


“Bryce,”
he said.


I
ripped my eyes from the sollite and turned to him.


“Ah.
Nothing, never mind. It can wait. I’ll see you in the morning.”


I
grinned at him, excited about getting my own familiar but also at the chance to
prove my capabilities to my teacher. He closed the door behind him and I
cleared away the books and papers so it was only the sollite and the candle,
still burning as ever since my first day in the tower, on the table.


I
sat on the bed and fixated my eyes on the sollite. It felt different than a gem
when I reached out for it. The amount of power contained within it was far
greater than any other stone of its size, and that resonated back at me as I
prodded it with my focus. I tried to visualize the energy growing around it and
I felt it react, vibrating and buzzing back at me, resisting what I was trying
to do to it. It felt like there was a protective layer around it that I would
need to crack open to get at the energy inside.


Drawing
from the stone didn’t feel right to me, nor did it sound like Tower’s
instructions. I kept my focus around it and studied it, circling my power
around it as if to feel it from every angle. I don’t know how much time passed
before I felt the change. I was attuned with it. It was a similar sensation to
holding something for so long that you warmed it with your body heat. I held it
with my focus until it was warm with my magic.


The
next step was to create the fire and I was nervous merely thinking about it. I
had created heat but fire was something else entirely. The control of it had
eluded me and I suspected it was more a problem with my fears than a lack of
knowledge and experience. Each time I would feel the stirring of energy
coalesce around my fingertips and then snatch my hand away when I began to
conceptualize the fire. I don’t know what frightened me more, the idea that the
fire may get out of my control, or that I may horribly burn my hand by not
converting the energy properly.


Without
a window in the room I had no idea how many hours I spent on the precipice of
creating fire and then backing away from it at the last moment, terrified of
what might happen. Many times I thought of going to Tower for assistance but
stopped myself. In the last few months I had gotten used to being treated like
an adult. I was capable of learning and figuring things out for myself. I
resolved to do this on my own.


The
idea scratched at me distantly at first, and I found myself in a dreamlike
state considering another option. I looked at the lit candle on my desk and the
fire that was already there, already burning, safe and controlled. That was
fire that could be handled and funneled around the sollite. It wasn’t fire that
I had made, but perhaps if I held it for long enough it would work as well.


I
pushed the thought from my mind and spent another long stretch of time
fruitlessly gathering energy around my hand. Each time I failed I would look
longingly at the simple fire on the table. Each time I failed my resolve waned
a little more. It must have been deep into the night when the temptation
finally won me over and I extended my hand to the candle.


The
fire was taken so easily it was as if it wanted to be handled. I drew the flame
into my hand, beckoning it through the channels of energy that I kept around my
fingertips. The fire danced above my palm just as calmly and nicely as it did
on the candlewick and I smiled, a smile full of relief and joy. On my hand it
felt gentle, and I felt stupid to be afraid of such a simple thing. Still, the
thought of creating my own flames felt like a dangerous one.


I
held out my hand to the sollite as though it was an offering. The connection I
had with the stone had been kept steady the entire night, and now I sent the
fire slowly through that link. The reaction was slow at first, with little
sparks of flame circling around the acorn sized object. Each moment that passed
saw another ball of fire add to the orbit until it was a complete circle of
fire, spinning as one connected unit.


The
fire reached its critical mass at that point and the remaining flames whipped
from my hand and into the sollite. There was an abrupt burst of light as the
metal itself ignited. The deep oranges, reds, and yellows of the fire swirled
amongst each other, crashing and building into itself until there was a second
eruption so bright that I had to shield my eyes with my forearm.


I
expected the table to be burned to ashes when I looked back, or at the very
least a fire beginning to burn and consume the wood. Instead there was a single
flame, a little plumper than the one that had been on top of the candle but no
less similar to it. I could see the sollite core hovering comfortably in the
center of the fire.


“Hello?”
I asked, and immediately felt foolish. I hadn’t read enough to know how this
worked. Would I be able to talk with a familiar? Could it talk back?


The
peak of the flame seemed to shudder in response to my words and then turned, as
though it was considering me. The flame looked awkward in that pose, with the
fire building up and curving to the side of it instead of at the top. It looked
unnatural and odd. Fire was supposed to rise.


I
was ready to admit that I had done the spell wrong and go to Tower for help
when it began to move. The center part of the fire was white hot, a darker
orange on the outside, and blue at the base. As it moved around the table, the
white section seemed to extend down to the wood, as if tiny feet with plodding
around down through the fire and causing it to move.


I
was suddenly afraid that the table would catch fire, and felt stupid that it
had taken me that long to start worrying about it. There seemed to be slightly
darkened patches in the wood wherever it traveled, but no signs of it catching
fire. If I looked closely, it appeared that a faint ember of fire was left
after each of its footsteps, but it was near instantly drawn back up into the
central fire as if it didn’t want to lose any of its heat.


My
familiar stopped when it reached the candle. Its peak moved again, as if it was
looking the candle up and down. After a moment it leaped up at it and caught
fire to the wick. A low spitting noise came out of it and then it settled, a
flame easily triple the size that was previously on the candle, but at rest and
comfortable on top of it.


“Newborns
sleep a lot. Is that what you’re doing?” I said out loud, more for myself than
the elemental. The core was nestled against the wick of the candle, and the wax
showed no signs of receding from the flame. Its enchant remained and it would
not go out.


I
weighed the option of going down to tell Tower that I had done it, but the
passage of time came crashing down on me as I saw the familiar sleeping. It had
to have been many hours since I came up here and Tower was most likely asleep.
I settled into bed myself, blissfully unaware of how my life would change the
next day. 


Two
things would never be the same after I woke up.


The
first: I had a familiar of my own now, a magical creature to accompany my
studies of magic and my new life as a wizard.


The
second: when I woke up the next morning, Tower was gone.


 











Chapter
Fourteen


 


 


I woke up in a
panic, expecting to find the room ablaze from something that had gone wrong while
I slept. I ran my eyes around the room and found that everything was fine. My
fear was misplaced. I looked at the candle and saw that my familiar was still
on top of it. It looked like it was sleeping.


I
put my feet on the floor and got out of bed. I tried to be as quiet as possible
and halted when I was upright and watched the candle. It didn’t seem to notice
or react to what I was doing. I walked slowly to the door, wondering the entire
time if I was being ridiculous. I wasn’t even sure if an elemental was capable
of hearing things. I reminded myself to start reading the book Tower had given
me as soon as possible. 


When
I opened the door I heard something crackle behind me. I turned and saw the
flames jump down from the top of the candle and start walking along the table.
Behind it, the candle remained lit but with a much smaller fire.


The
fire elemental looked bigger to me than it had the night before. There seemed
to be a clearer outline of a figure amongst the white heat in the center
portion of the flame. The ‘legs’ that plopped down from the middle of it looked
to have to stretch further to hit the table.


It
hopped down onto the floor and landed into a roll. It continued to move in that
form, a spinning ball of fire, for a few meters along the floor before stopping
in front of me. I saw the sollite core still rotating quickly even though the
flames around it had come to a stop. 


“Coming
with me?” I asked.


The
familiar glowed brighter for a moment, as though it sent out a quick burst of
light as a response. I smiled at it and then walked out of the room.


As
I walked down the stairs I felt as though I was being followed by a stray
kitten. The steps were far too tall for the elemental to descend comfortably,
and it made a faint crackle each time it fell down and landed on each step. At
first I was worried and again wished I knew more about them—could I safely hold
it? But with each fall it continued unperturbed. It didn’t seem to feel pain.


There
was no food on the table and I went over to the stockpile of gemstones. I had
been the sole provider of food for a few months and I hadn’t perfected the
technique yet. It took me a few more seconds than Tower so we had fewer meals
per gemstone. Still he insisted that I continue practicing despite the waste,
instructing me that I would get better at it each time.


There
was no water either and I frowned at the prospect of my familiar following me
down so many stairs. It would take me a few minutes to make the first half of
the trip. I didn’t want to strain my familiar on its first morning.


“You’ll
have to wait here,” I said to it.


I
took a step toward the doorway and saw that it still followed me. I turned
around again.


“No,
no, you’ll have to wait here. Ah,” I looked around the room uselessly, as if I
would find something to help me. “You can see, right? You must be able to if
you can see to follow me. Stay. Here.” I said firmly and pointed to the ground.


The
peak of the flame tilted to the side, as if it had craned its neck to look at
me with a confused expression. I puffed out my cheeks in frustration. I didn’t
know what to do.


“In
any case I should give you a name,” I said and watched as the peak tilted the
other way now. It wasn’t following my words. I began to worry that maybe I had
done the creation spell wrong by using the fire from the candle. Perhaps
because the fire hadn’t came directly from me the familiar wouldn’t listen. I
strained my memory to recall any facts from what little I had read. Names were
important with familiars, I seemed to remember from other books. But maybe a
name couldn’t overcome a botched ritual.


“I
hope I made you right,” I said sadly, dreading the idea of having to snuff out
the little flame and start over. “Let’s try a name then. Considering where you
came from, I like Candle. Your name is Candle, do you like it?”


Another
head tilt. I exhaled and let the air hiss its way between my lips.


“Candle
stay here. Don’t follow me,” I tried one last time and, to my surprise, it
worked. I took a step closer to the door and Candle stayed in the middle of the
room. I took a few steps down and turned back and could still see it. It looked
so delicate, a tiny flame on the stone floor. I promised myself that I wouldn’t
make it be alone for long and rushed down the stairs. I only needed one bucket
of water.


In
the cellar I refilled the spider’s water pail, and filled another bucket for
myself. The water sloshed around wildly when I rushed up the stairs, and I had
to force myself to slow down. I had not expected to be so concerned about a
little being of fire, and already I had begun to understand what Tower had said
about a familiar being a companion. I thought about what he must have went
through when he lost his in the mines and frowned to myself.


I
half expected to see Tower sitting at the table when I got to the top of the
stairs, but the room was exactly how I left it. Candle was still standing in
the exact same spot as it was before. I placed the bucket on the dining table
and then took a seat.


“Come
here Candle,” I said, and it immediately moved toward me, as though my words
freed it of some binding that had it stuck to the floor.


There
was another moment of panic when it moved too quickly and stumbled directly
into my leg. At first it felt like a warm rush of air had hit me, followed by a
small pebble bouncing off of me which must have been the acorn core. I jerked
my leg back, expecting to feel a hot flash of pain, but nothing happened.


Candle
rocked its head back and forth at me as I looked down at it. I stretched out my
hand and felt a dull heat rising from its body. I lowered my hand down closer
and, although the heat intensified as I got closer, by the time I was nearly
making contact with the fire the heat died away.


I
turned my head to get a closer look as my hand moved to and from Candle. Its
body seemed to lose something of its intensity when my hand was near. I could
see the floor through its body when my hand was close. I drew my hand back and
the color returned. I moved my hand down to it and its form faded away again.


I
laid the back of my hand flat on the floor and Candle stepped onto it. It was
still a daunting moment as the body of fire stood on my skin. When I finally
adjusted to the fear that I may be burned at any moment, I had to admit that
the feeling was quite pleasant. It was like having a pool of warm water in my
hand.


I
lifted Candle up to my face. I was curious about how my familiar worked and
began to extend my focus around it. I felt the same type of swirling build up
of magic that I did when Tower was concentrating energy into fire in his hand,
but this energy came from inside of the elemental’s body. The sollite within it
must have been very powerful.


On
a whim I funneled some energy into my hand and felt the heat increase
dramatically. I turned my face slightly from it and felt the heat burn against
my cheek as if I was sitting too close to a fireplace. My hand felt fine, but I
knew that would be the case from watching Tower hold flames. Candle seemed
almost happy with the power I concentrated around it, and let out little crackles
and tiny roars in response.


Once
again I found myself smiling at the little creature. I let my focus recede and
then placed him on the table. I saw him walk around it and noted that it kept
its faded form when it stood on the wooden table. Like the one upstairs, each
little ember left behind quickly rejoined with Candle’s body and was lost in
the rest of the flames.


Focusing
fire had drained me of some energy and my stomach let out a loud rumble. My
body was too small and unprepared for sustaining magic without a source. I
concentrated my focus naturally around the stockpile of gems across the room
and lifted one of them without getting out of my seat. I floated it casually
through the air and then set it down on one of the plates on the middle of the
table.


I
worked the gemstone quickly, filling out the energy into roast lamb, potatoes,
green beans, and peas. I was proud of how far I had come in efficiently forming
food out of gemstones, but the food was still about two thirds of what Tower
could have made with the same gem. Still, for someone who had barely been
practicing magic for a year I was pleased.


I
filled my plate and ate while I watched Candle poke at the food. One thing I
did remember from other books was that elementals feed off of energy in a
magical form or a similar element. Candle would be happy consuming energy from
the gems directly or from sitting in a fireplace.


Tower
had still not come out of the study by the time I finished breakfast. It was
unusual but had happened enough times before that I wasn’t concerned. I
portioned out a meal for him and hoped it wouldn’t be too cold before he came
out. I hadn’t been taught how to suspend food yet.


I
spent the rest of the morning fussing over Candle and didn’t start worrying
that something was wrong until it was passed noon. At first I was concerned
that maybe I had done something wrong with Candle after all, and that Tower had
sensed as much and was angry with me for not following his directions. I had
grown attached to the elemental over the course of the morning and hoped that
it wouldn’t be taken away from me.


I
waited another hour before I knocked on Tower’s door. In the entire year that I
had been living with him, he had never not answered within a few minutes after
I knocked, even if it was a quick shout to say he was busy with a spell. When
he didn’t answer, my mind immediately jumped to that he was hurt and I wanted
to dive into the room. I still remembered that he had said to never go into the
room if the door was closed. He had been so serious about that, what felt like
a lifetime ago, that I paused with my hand still on the door handle.


The
two options battled inside me, conflicting with each other. Candle was busy
jumping up each of the steps one at a time, struggling with each one. I looked
at it and then the door and decided. Tower may be hurt inside and I might be
wasting time. I pushed the door open and stepped inside.


The
room seemed unchanged to me at first. Books were still strewn across Tower’s
desk and got more and more disorganized in the bookshelves the more I walked
along the wall. The alchemist apparatus was intact and in their usual
positions. Mist was still pouring out of the barrel half way into the room.


The
only difference was that the massive gem at the end of the room was gone. The
stone floor was lighter where it had been, probably for years, and I stared at
it. I remembered Tower telling me that it was the most powerful item in the
entire room. He had made it by combining hundreds of other gems.


That
large gem would have contained more magic than I could have worked with in
years. For that amount of energy to be gone now, missing with no sign of how it
was moved, sent me into a panic.


I
sprinted across the room and banged my fists against the door to Tower’s bedroom.
The sound rang out hollowly and I shouted out for him between slamming my hands
against the wood. There was no answer.


My
heart was thumping loudly in my chest. I could feel my pulse in my ears. I had
never been inside his bedroom before and I’m not sure if it was a surge of
courage or fear that caused me to open the door and barge in. It was one of the
strangest moments of my life—I hoped to be in trouble and to have a lecture
waiting for me on the other side of that door. I wanted to rush inside to be in
trouble and to be shouted at just so I wasn’t abandoned.


The
room was dark. There were a few candles inside but only one of them was lit.
The bed was larger than mine but just as simple. It was empty. It dominated the
small room and was circled by a few other scattered pieces of furniture:
baskets, a cabinet, and a chest of drawers. No table, no closet, and no Tower.


I
marched out of the room and back into the main section of the tower. Candle had
finally gotten himself up enough stairs that he was waddling through the door.
I walked passed it and back down the stairs and heard a faint rustle behind me
as it followed, likely disheartened that it climbed all of the stairs for
nothing. Some part of me noticed but I was too focused on finding Tower to stop.


I
kept moving to the doorway that led down to the cellar. We had never gotten
another door for it but I dragged a chair and propped it between the archway.
It was enough to know if someone climbed up and moved it while I had to go
around and search everywhere. I didn’t want Tower to be moving around at the
same time and for us to keep missing each other. It was unlikely but even at
that point I was already grasping at any possibility.


I
searched outside at first. I was terrified of accidentally tumbling off the
stone foundation and away from the tower. It was ridiculous to think I could
fall far enough to get out of range of whatever hid the tower from sight but I
wasn’t thinking clearly. 


I
did a quick circuit around the tower’s base and then another one. I did a third
and final patrol at a much slower pace, staring at the earth around the stone
for any sign of footprints. There were none, but it was the middle of summer
and the soil was mostly dry. I couldn’t rule out whether he had left or not.


When
I was back in the tower I noted that the chair hadn’t been moved. I closed the
front door and dragged the other chair to it, doing the same thing there.
Candle was dropping down from the last step when I started climbing back up
again. A high hiss, like something hot being doused in water, came up from it
as I went up the stairs. I turned and saw it start climbing again.


I
went back to Tower’s floor and checked all of the rooms except the closed door
that the massive gem used to sit beside. The warning about that room was
strongest of them all and I couldn’t bring myself to open that door. I backed
away from it and left the study, promising myself to check the rest of the
tower before opening that door.


I
walked back into the stairway and checked both of the chairs. He was either
above me or in the cellar and hadn’t come up yet. Those were the only options.
I was sure I would climb up the stairs and find him on the roof, maybe reading
in the sun. He’d grin at me and think I was ridiculous for being worried. Maybe
he’d be cross with me for going into his room. I was hoping for it.


I
climbed the stairs and checked my room. Nothing. I walked back out and climbed
higher. I went through all of the empty rooms and floors as I neared the roof.
They were places I had never gone into since my first few days in the tower.
They felt neglected and cold and scared me. Their emptiness gnawed at the back
of my neck when I was inside them. I closed the doors tightly when I finished
my search.


My
heart sank when I reached the roof. I walked carefully around the edge,
stupidly looking over the side of the tower to see if maybe he fell and was
hanging on. It didn’t cross my mind to think of how that could happen or why he
hadn’t been calling for help. I was desperate.


On
my way down the tower I was equally sure that I would find him in the cellar as
I had been about finding him on the roof. When I first went into his study he
must have come out of the bedroom and went downstairs while I was busy looking
where the massive gem had once been. That was the only explanation. He must
have done some complicated experiment with the gem and that’s why he slept so
late. I’d find him in the cellar drinking water or maybe gathering spider silk.
That had to be it.


The
chairs were still in their respective places and Candle was now jumping down
the steps one at a time. It must have learned that it was never hurt from
falling and bounced down each step. I moved the chair and went down into the
cellar. It was dark and I focused all of my senses on my hearing, straining for
any noise that might give away that Tower was there. 


I
stepped into the cellar and it was as I had left it. The spider rattled in its
cell at the sight of me, as a reminder that I hadn’t fed it yet. I checked the
entire room, even going as far as to dig through the pile of rocks in the
corner. Any possibility. The tunnel was still collapsed as it had always been.
He hadn’t been down here.


My
body felt numb when I climbed back to the tower’s main room. I scooped up
Candle on my way up, after finding it diving down the cellar steps after me. I
carried my familiar as I entered the study and walked to the closed door at the
far end.


“That
door is locked and it’s locked for a reason. You must never try to get inside
that room,” Tower’s words came back to me as I neared the door.


I
placed my hand on the door handle and stopped. It was probably locked and he
wasn’t in there. I considered that Tower might have left for a walk and had
simply lost track of time. He said he could sense where the tower was, after
all. He might be cross with me about going into this room.


I
shook my head and wanted to cry. There were too many conflicting thoughts for a
young boy to have. I decided to try to open the door and let the lock decide
for me. I turned the handle and pushed and the door didn’t move.


I
closed my eyes and tried pulling instead. The door jerked out of its frame and
opened into the study. I pulled it open further and took a deep breath before
stepping inside.


 











Chapter
Fifteen


 


 


The door closed by
itself behind me. I could see no mechanism that caused it but there was a
feeling of resistance as I opened the door, as if it wanted to stay closed. I
pushed on the door to make sure I could still open it and it shifted to my
weight. I wasn’t trapped but I wished the door would stay open.


There
was no light in the room except for Candle’s. I held my hand out and the fire
elemental’s light radiated out enough that I could see the floor. My familiar
was still too small to fully light the room. The shadows felt like an
uncomfortable veil around me as I walked, masking the walls so I couldn’t see
the size of the room.


The
darkness reminded me of being in the tunnels and I shuddered. Candle vibrated
in response on my hand and I had a moment of concern for its well-being. I
considered turning around and leaving it in the safety of the study but I
selfishly felt safer with it with me. It was more than its light that was
keeping me from running out of the dark.


Ten
or so steps into the room I saw the far wall. It was curved and seemed to
stretch around back to the doorway. I estimated that the room was circular and
no more wide than the study. It made sense since there was no room protruding
out of the tower from outside.


I
took a few steps closer to the wall and saw Candle’s light catch something
amongst the stones. The reflected light made me think of a mirror, but as I
drew closer I saw that our image was too blurry and distorted. The object
looked more like a window built into the wall, but only stone could be seen
through it. 


Candle
and I looked like a blurry mess of shapes and colors in the glass but even that
didn’t feel right. The material looked to be closer to the clear gemstones than
anything else.


I
reached up to touch it with my free hand, curious to find out if it was the
same gemstone barrier spell that I had seen Tower create. Perhaps it was some
sort of spell that would let me know where he was. I know now I was grasping
for any reason to bring my teacher back but as a boy I truly believed it.


My
fingers pressed against the window and I felt like something snapped at them. I
snatched my hand back as if something sharp had bitten into my fingertips. The
pain was surprisingly potent for only barely touching the thing but I had no
time to wonder at it. The glass, or whatever it was, had started to shake and
glow.


I
backed up away from it and I couldn’t stop Tower’s words of warning from
repeating again and again in my head. The glow from the window spread to the
stone wall around it and ran horizontally around the room. It snaked through
the gaps of the stones, illuminating the pieces that were holding the walls
together, and filling the room with light.


The
room was empty now that I could see it all. Tower wasn’t there, but fear was
currently stronger than my disappointment. There was no furniture except for
the window but the walls were covered in writing. Large, red letters as if they
had been burned into the stone.


The
words frightened me more than the window. It was as if they could reach out and
grab me from the walls with their warnings. The letters were rough and uneven,
as if the person who scored them had been afraid as they did so.


“DO
NOT DIG,” one said.


“DO
NOT TRUST THE BOY,” was another.


“THE
TOWER IS ALIVE.”


“i’m
so hungry.”


“I
died but I’m still here.”


“Dragon.
Dragon. Dragon.”


The
phrase “can’t leave” was repeated all over the walls, in varying sizes and
squeezed between different words. Some of them were too faded to make out.


My
eyes rested on “THE TOWER IS ALIVE” and I walked toward it. My heart jumped at
the words. The tower? Not Tower? I put my hand on the letters and I could feel
the familiar sense of magic in them. There was a pattern in the stone that I
could recognize.


I
moved back to the door and focused my magic on the wall there. I recreated the
pattern in a simple line and saw the same red marking appear as the words were.
I looked closer at the wall and saw similar straight lines as if many others
had made the same discovery that I just did. Whoever had written these words had
been able to use magic.


Candle
began making spitting noises on my hand and tore my attention from the wall.
Behind me the door whipped open and I flinched from the sudden movement. I ran
through it quickly, not willing to risk being in the room any longer.


In
the study I was shocked to find that the light was continuing to spread through
the walls. The gaps of the stones were glowing just as they had in the room.
The light stretched all the way to Tower’s bedroom door and traced through the
perimeter of the entire study.


I
opened the bedroom door and saw that the light didn’t reach into the walls of
that room. I looked into the main chamber and saw that it was only the study
that was being effected. I walked back in and started back to the room with the
window’s door to close it.


I
was near the room when the light abruptly stopped. The window flashed for a
moment as if it had sucked all the light back into itself and the door slammed
itself shut. Without thinking I dragged one of the chests from the wall and shoved
it against the door so it couldn’t open. The thought of the words on the wall
made me shiver even after the room was closed off.


The
shock of the room lingered with me for a few hours. It was evening when I
finally recovered and I was slumped at the dinner table. The food I made that
morning had gotten cold and stale and I didn’t care. Even with Candle next to
me I had still failed to find Tower. There was nowhere left to look for him.


My
familiar with me or not, I was abandoned and alone.


 


 


 


More than a week
passed before I fully accepted that Tower wasn’t coming back.


I
spent those first days in a miserable haze. I barely ate and, I shamefully
admit, neither did the spider. I only recall giving it meat once during that
week and I didn’t care enough to check if it was too much or too little food.


Not
even Candle’s early days of growth and discovery could improve my mood. I even
began to resent my familiar, as if it was his fault—I had began to consider the
familiar a ‘he’—that Tower had vanished. I couldn’t help but think that by
using the wrong kind of fire that I had disappointed my mentor enough to
abandon me.


At
the end of the week I realized that it was ridiculous to think that Tower would
have left his own life behind, his home and book collection, just as a way to
punish me. That thought was the spark that I needed to cast off the gloom
around me. Even without Tower I still had a home, a friend in Candle, and a
life to maintain until Tower returned. I would not yet consider that he might
be dead.


I
used a few gemstones to make myself feel safe in the tower. I was too small to
move some of the heavy furniture, and I expended a few gems worth of magical
energy to stack the heavier chests and trunks in the study to barricade the
door that led to the window room. It hadn’t seemed as dangerous as Tower had
warned at the time, but as the days passed I felt more afraid of the scrawled
words on the walls. I couldn’t lose the feeling that I had avoided something
horrible.


In
the main chamber, I moved the dining table with another gemstone. I propped it
against the front door of the tower. I had no idea how the protective magic of
the tower worked or if it would even still remain now that Tower was missing.
With the table blocking the door from opening, I felt safer knowing that I had
at least a few minutes of warning before someone, or something, broke its way
inside.


I
began exercising and eating regularly again. I fed the spider extra portions of
meat as an apology for neglecting it. 


Candle
followed me around faithfully wherever I went. I slept in the main chamber near
the table, wanting to be near if Tower did come back and start knocking when he
found the door to be blocked. Candle took to sleeping next to me and radiating
a gentle warmth near my body. I would look after him during the day and then he
would watch over me at night. It was one of my few comforts during those early
days.


At
the end of summer I started reading again. I still had a large supply of
gemstones to work with but I was never taught how to suspend food. Each meal I
made would quickly decay and be wasted, although I did teach myself how to heat
food up by drawing magic from another stone. It was similar to the same heat I
could channel through Candle’s body.


I
spent days sorting out Tower’s book collection in a way that I could
understand. I made separate piles for books that Tower did and did not write. I
discovered that roughly half of those in his hand were copies made of the older
ones, probably to save the information in case of a fire. I further separated
those books out by their topic, wanting to keep all of the books on magical
theories, spells, and practices where I could easily find them. I made a mess
of the study by the end of it.


Surprisingly,
most of the older books were written by the same person. The name Suzanne Eliot
accompanied almost all of the leather bound tomes, and every book on magic. I
wondered if she had been the person to teach Tower magic and frowned. I tried
not to think of him too often.


I
read the book on elemental familiars first and I learned to properly take care
of Candle. He required either a fire source to gather energy or a gemstone. I
moved the candle from my bedroom and he spent a few hours each day bathing in
its flame.


He
stopped growing near the beginning of autumn. The tallest point of his fire was
nearly above my knee and he could climb stairs much more comfortably. I learned
that I could temporarily extinguish his fire and hold the sollite core if he
was ever in danger. It would cool quickly and be placed in my pocket if needed.
Water had a similar effect and would not do any permanent damage to Candle. It
was the core that was the important part of him.


Teaching
myself magic was a slow process and it was the beginning of winter before I
could suspend food and other items. From then on I wasted significantly less
food and created much larger meals from each gem. It was a proud moment when I
fully accepted that I had taught myself something, independent of Tower or
anyone else. It changed something within me and awakened a hunger for more
knowledge and information. I read through as many books as I could looking for
new spells to master.


I
harvested the spider silk alone to seal up the windows from the cold. The idea
of stepping outside of the tower’s boundaries was still a daunting one, and I
didn’t risk collecting leaves for the silk. I used more paper from the books
instead, although it was a painstaking process to tear out each individual page
and then close it back up again for them to reappear.


More
gems were added to the water on the roof to warm the rooms below. I began
extracting gems from the rocks spilling in from the collapse in the cellar. The
thought that I might exhaust that supply bothered me from the very first day. I
had no idea how far the cave-in stretched inside the tunnel or how many gems I
had before I dug back into the mines.


The
thought of reopening the cellar to the underground full of monsters was one
that kept me up at night. I only took the loose rocks at first and left the
tightly packed ones alone. I spent as little time in the cellar as possible and
took all the gems upstairs with me.


By
the end of winter I had moved into Tower’s floor and used his bedroom. I had
left it alone up until that point and spent a horrible first night in there. I
was terrified that I would wake up and find him there, furious with me for
sleeping in his bed. Then in the morning I woke up and cried when he wasn’t. I
was still alone.


At
the end of the first year I learned how to combine gems and began my own
replacement of the one that sat in the corner. The stack of furniture blocking
the window room had become normal to me by then and I barely thought about the
door any longer. Still, I only went near that side of the room to add more
magic to the giant gemstone. I loved adding new gems and seeing the magic run
over it like honey being poured over the surface. When the stone was small it
would change colors and react to whatever the last gem been added to it. As it
grew larger it maintained the deep red that Tower’s had. It felt like I had
restored a small piece of the room.


The
next few years passed in a similar way. I continued learning and growing both
physically and mentally. I became much more accomplished in magic and, as the
winters came and went, I looked forward less and less to how impressed Tower
would be when he finally returned. I gradually accepted my new life with Candle
and strove to learn for myself. My life became comfortable.


I
found a supply of clothes in the drawers in Tower’s room. Most of them were too
large at first and hung loosely on my body. I continued to exercise and
strengthen myself, always keeping the image of the frail old wizard in my mind
and how magic could burn so easily through a body that weak. I grew from a boy to
an adolescent in those years, caught in that awkward phase before adulthood.


The
comfort of that life was probably necessary after losing my village and Tower.
Still, looking back, I can’t help but see how foolish and complacent I was,
even if I was a boy. Most young men make mistakes when they first strike out on
their own. Some are too overconfident and rush into things. Some are scared
into inaction.


For
me, it was a lack of preparation. I was sixteen years old and it was the
beginning of my fifth winter alone in the tower. The first snow had just fallen
and I was considering adding another gem to the roof. I had just added my last
few gems to the now giant one in the study so went down into the cellar for
more.


I
pried a rock loose from the cave-in, like I had many times before over the
years. The rocks above me toppled forward as I pulled and I stumbled backwards
into the cellar. The sound of it was immense, like the tunnel was collapsing
all over again. Dust blasted into my face and I stepped away, covering my eyes
as best as I could.


When
the air finally cleared I looked at the tunnel. Candle was next to me, his head
tilted to the side staring along with me. I had been teaching myself for nearly
five years. All of those months of magic and spells and now the mines were open
once again. 


For
all of my studying I could only stand there stunned. I had no idea what to do.


 











Chapter
Sixteen


 


 


I scooped up
Candle from the floor and held him out toward the open tunnel. The light from
his fire stretched forward and penetrated the first few meters of darkness. The
cellar was always a cold, dark place but it looked as inviting as a sunny day
in comparison to the tunnel.


The
next few minutes stretched out for me as I stood there, struck dumb by
indecision. I felt frozen in place, stilled like my food was each day, by how
unprepared I was.


Too
many questions came hurtling to my mind:


How
can I cause another collapse? What kind of spell did Tower use to create a
barrier? Should I risk it? How can I sleep now that this is open? What if
something attacks me now—right now? Should I leave the tower? What if Tower
comes back and I’m gone?


Candle
tilted his head to the side as he looked into the tunnel as if he was
considering it. Tower’s return was the least of my worries over leaving. I felt
shame admitting it to myself even then, that my fear of the dragon was even
stronger than the unknown monsters of the tunnel. I made other excuses to
stay—that I was too young to survive outside, that I needed gems to feed Candle,
that my magic would make me a target—but it was that fear that really kept me
captive in the tower.


Once
it was decided that I was staying, I tried to remember my days with Tower in
the mines. We brought food and pickaxes. We tried to move quietly until we were
deep enough to dig. There was a fork in the tunnel that I needed to turn left,
not right. He used gems to create barriers to close the tunnel after we left.


I
crouched down and picked up a small piece of rock and shattered it against the
wall. I had no time to be precise and pick out individual gems. A handful of
whatever broke apart would be enough. I shoved them into my pocket and faced
the tunnel once again.


A
scream came out of the darkness, so shrill and loud that I swear I felt it as a
rush of air slapping against my face. It must have heard me smash the rock. My
legs almost buckled as they shook and I tried to steady myself. The scream
sounded like one of the farren, the blind monster Tower had burned on my first
day. I pushed away any possibility that it might be one of the dragon-like
creatures that made even Tower run away.


Candle
seemed unfazed by the noise and I focused on his light as I stepped forward. My
boots crunched down on small rocks as I climbed over what was left of the
collapse and into the mines. My familiar’s fire gave off much better light than
I remembered from the enchanted water bottles that I used so many years ago. I
tried to take some comfort in that.


The
little skittering shapes that I had seen as a child weren’t at the edge of the
light, and I had to wonder if my boyish imagination had seen things that
weren’t there. The gemstones still glistened in the walls as we passed them and
I decided that, if necessary, I could collapse the tunnel deeper in and have
enough gems to survive for many years. I didn’t plan on staying in the tower
forever. My mentor’s warning of ruining the mines seemed frivolous in the face
of constantly worrying about monsters climbing up the stairs in the night.


At
the fork I paused and considered both directions. I had never been told what
lay down the right tunnel and I remembered all too well what was down the left.
The giant spider’s nest was supposed to be collapsed but Tower had been
attacked in the process. I remembered an explosion but I didn’t know if he had
been successful. I also remembered the filled sacks of stones that we had
collected and left behind, choosing to drag the spider instead. That decided it
for me. I would collect the bags and then come back here. I hoped I could
create the barriers out of the gemstones.


I
turned left and started to walk again without a second look into the other
tunnel, unaware that I had just made my first mistake in the mines. I walked as
calmly as I could but I could feel my heart beating faster with each step that
I took.


The
first bag I came across was empty. The rocks were strewn around it and the bag
had been tossed aside. Someone or something had found it and rifled through it.
I spent a few miserable minutes filling the sack up again, paranoid the entire
time that something could creep up on me from either direction in the tunnel.
When I was finished I hauled the stones over my shoulder.


Another
scream came from behind me and I whipped around on my heels so quickly I almost
dropped both the bag and Candle. The sound echoed through the tunnels and then
was replaced with an eerie silence.


A
few minutes passed and there were still no other sounds. Whatever had made the
noise had been from the other tunnel. I exhaled and realized I had been holding
my breath. I turned around and started walking again to the end of the tunnel.


The
second bag of gems was near where I remembered this section of the mines
ending, but something seemed wrong. Behind the sack there was no wall but a
deeper darkness, as if the floor stopped just a few paces behind it and then
fell like the edge of a cliff.


I
sent a surge of energy through my arm and Candle’s light burst outwards for a
brief moment. It flashed through the tunnel and I saw what had happened. I was
both terrified and impressed by what Tower had done.


The
tunnel ended in a crater. I wasn’t sure if he had caused a chain reaction with
the gemstones in the walls, or if he was capable of more destruction than I
realized, but there was a huge spherical abscess in front of me. It was so
large across that it was possible the spider’s nest had been destroyed
completely in the blast.


I
sent a second wave of energy through Candle and sustained it. I peered down
into the crater as the light was released. There must have been hundreds of
loose rocks and stones pooled at the bottom, all glittering with gems. There
was no danger of digging into something like another spider’s nest with these
rocks. I knew that if I could seal off the other tunnel that I could safely
survive for years without even using a pickaxe.


The
light from Candle receded and I felt a dull ache build in my arms from
channeling magic. Despite all of my exercise I was still a growing teenager,
and my body wasn’t happy about losing energy when it still wanted to grow.


Candle
climbed up my arm and settled on my shoulder. I knelt down and picked up the
second bag and then turned to walk back to the cellar. I was surprised and
impressed that I was able to carry both at once. The last time I had been down
in the mines I hadn't been able to lift one of them.


My
thoughts were cut short when another sound came from down the tunnels. It
wasn’t a scream this time. It sounded like something striking against metal.
The clanging noise was echoing through the walls and I was getting closer to it
with every step.


I
slowed my pace at the fork and intensified Candle’s flames for a few seconds.
The sound was louder and I wasn’t taking any chances by letting something leap
out at me from the dark. The tunnel that led to the right was empty but that
seemed to be where the noise was coming from.


I
carefully placed the bags on the floor, slowly enough so they didn’t make a
noise. I stuck a hand in my pocket and pulled out the largest gem that I could
find. It was a vibrant green color and I didn’t think much more of my selection
at the time. That was my second mistake I made in the mines, although I
wouldn’t discover it for days yet.


My
focus was brought around the single gemstone and I floated it in the center of
the tunnel. There was little to read about the barrier spell in the books. I
got the impression from the few pages there were on the topic that it was
deemed too simple a spell to be even worth writing about. A sadistic sort of
laugh wanted to burst out of me when I thought about it.


The
banging noise was getting louder and I forced myself to concentrate. I trusted
Candle to warn me if anything was approaching us and closed my eyes, trying to
picture the times I had seen Tower create the spell.


The
gemstone looked like it melted into shape over the area, spreading through the
air like jam over a slice of bread. When it was reverted back to a stone it was
the same size as it had been. Little energy was lost in the process.


I
opened my eyes and focused on the gem once more. That final piece was enough to
get me started. If the magic energy was preserved then I knew I was only
manipulating the form of the magic instead of changing it into something else.
I needed to change the way the pattern of the gemstone was layered, not the
pattern itself.


It
took me a few tries and reminders to ignore the clanging sound. I pictured a
monster shambling through the tunnels, slamming some metal tool it found
against the tunnel walls. When the gem started to change I felt a rush of
relief and finished the spell. The gem filled in the tunnel like rain water
taking the shape of a puddle as it fell.


I
placed my hand on the barrier and smiled. It looked like a huge pane of glass,
stained to the point that not even Candle’s light could penetrate through it. I
tapped my knuckles against it and a ripple of light shot out over the surface
from where I struck. My hand tingled as if it had been shaking from the
resistance.


I
picked up the bags, turned from the barrier, and started to walk back to the
cellar. It was only then that I noticed that I could still hear the noise as
clearly as ever, and that’s when I realized my first mistake. I had left the
tunnel open and vulnerable while I went to where the spider’s nest had been.
Anything could have climbed its way out while I was down there.


The
light from the cellar was a fuzzy glow in the darkness as I got closer and I
rushed toward it. There was something standing in front of the spider’s cage
and I wanted to scream. The sound was too loud and too close now. It had some sort
of club and was beating it against the metal bars. Each time the giant spider
let out a low growl.


I
dropped the bags without thinking and they hit the floor with a loud crash. The
monster whipped around on its heels from the noise and I saw that it was a
farren. It was larger than the one I had first seen but just as blind. They had
exceptional hearing however and I had just given it two loud sounds to pinpoint
exactly where I was.


The
monster lurched forward at me and Candle hissed at it from my shoulder. I felt
his heat brush against my face. The farren stopped at the noise and snuffed at
the air. Its eye sockets were empty holes where its skin had grown to cover,
and yet it still felt like it could see right at me. It drew its arms forward
and let out a screech.


The
giant spider behind it screamed back and dived forward against the bars. Its
legs shot out and yanked the farren back just as it was about to dive at me.
Its body was brought back against the cage and its head collided with one of
the bars, letting out another loud bang as if it had struck it with its club.


It
was enough time for me to snap out of my fear and panic. I tried to ignore that
my hands were shaking as I raised them. Tower had taught me often to focus
magic under pressure. He had drilled me on it so many times before I even cast
a spell. He would shout random words and numbers at me while I tried to keep my
focus.


I
was brought back to the times we would stand on the roof in the rain or a
snowstorm in winter, making me learn how to keep my focus no matter what my
body was feeling. He had done that for a reason.


The
farren thrashed out of the spider’s legs and it recoiled back into the cage
with another scream. The monster shook itself free and staggered toward me but
I was ready.


I
attacked with the same shackle I would have put on the spider, but I aimed it
at the farren’s legs. It clamped around its ankles and smashed them together,
sending the monster hard onto the ground. It roared and swiped at its own legs,
expecting to find something binding them. It dropped its club to claw at them
but the binding spell might as well have been in its legs rather than
on them.


I
stepped forward and readied another shackle but then it happened. The farren
flailed wildly on the ground and its muscles strained against the energy I had
trapping its legs. My spell was cut short as I felt the pressure of its
movements reaching back to me. I could feel its resistance draining more of my
energy as the spell struggled to hold.


It
felt like I had been smacked in the back of the head when it happened. The
farren’s legs parted free and I stumbled backwards, disorientated and weakened.
I had never experienced something fighting back against my magic before. The
spider was usually asleep when I chained it. The shock of it was both physical
and magical. I felt like I had been punched in the stomach and was winded.


The
farren scrambled to its feet and wasted no time in rushing at me. It leaped at
the end of its run and I raised my hand more out of instinct than anything
else. I pushed back with waves of energy and slowed it just long enough to dive
out of the way. It slammed into the wall where I had been.


The
monster was quick to recover but I was expending too much power. The gems in my
pocket were going unused and I was spending too much of my body’s own energy.
The farren dived at me again and I fell into a heap on the floor. It dug both
of its clawed hands on either side of my neck and opened its mouth over my
face. 


The
sight of seeing its jagged teeth must have sobered part of me. The monster
reared its head back ready to bite into my neck just as I refocused my magic on
its throat. I funneled all of the energy that I could find in myself through
that shackle and tightened it around its neck. My grasp on it was so strong
that it couldn’t even let out a scream or a whimper.


I
didn’t have the time to think about caging it or letting it live. I had no
moment to pause and consider that I was about to take my first life in a fight.
In those few seconds it was either me or the monster and it was close enough to
killing me that I didn’t just hear its neck snap, I felt it crunch
before it fell dead on top of me.


The
corpse of the farren was too heavy to push off. I squirmed my way from under it
and turned to see Candle jump on its back as if claiming the kill. He must have
fallen from my shoulder at some point during the struggle.


My
vision was already darkening as I got to my feet. My body was shaking from
having narrowly avoided dying. I hobbled toward the tunnel entrance, intending
to erect another barrier, but had to stop after just a few steps.


My
legs felt like I had been climbing the tower stairs for days without a rest. My
arms and shoulders hurt, a deep pain as though it emanated out of my bones. It
was taking a conscious effort to keep my eyes open.


I
had flung around too much magic without a source for my body to handle. The
urge to sleep was overwhelming but I refused to do that in the cellar, so close
to the tunnel. I took two steps toward the stairs and then fell to my knees in
front of them.


Candle
rushed ahead of me as if to light my way. I followed him in a slow crawl. Each
stair was excruciating and made my body feel like it was burning from the
inside. Half way to the top I started to feel nauseous. My legs felt numb, as
if they were someone else’s limbs that I was somehow moving.


To
this day I still don’t know how I got to the top. Most of the climb is a blur,
but the last thing I remember seeing was the table still pushed next to the
front door. It was as if I needed that visual confirmation of safety before
letting go.


The
front door was barred to the outside. The barrier had closed off the
underground. That was enough. Everything went black.


 


 











Chapter
Seventeen


 


 


I was unconscious
for at least a week. In the years that I had lived in the tower I had only
managed to read about a quarter of the books in the study. Even with that
meager knowledge I knew that I should have been dead. At the time it didn’t
make sense.


Years
later I would read one of the books that Tower mentioned. It detailed some of
the tower’s magical properties, although it shed no light on why the tower was
built in the first place. He once told me that the tower maintained the candles
and books kept within it. In a similar way it could keep its occupants alive.
After reading it I should have felt reassured, but I mostly felt sickened and
violated. It was strange to know so much about magic and then discover you know
next to nothing at all.


I
woke up on the floor in the same position that I had been in. My stomach and
chest shrieked in pain when I moved. My entire body felt stiff and dirty. My
clothes were disgusting. It took me an entire day to set myself right.


Candle
looked to have watched over me for the entire time I was asleep. I had to move
slowly but I felt more stable than I had when I crawled up the stairs. The
tower had sustained me well enough, although I was ravenously hungry.


There
was no water upstairs and I washed myself with cold water in the cellar. I had
a moment of horror when the farren’s body was gone. I found it in the spider’s
cage. It had dragged it inside somehow and devoured most of it. The corpse was
a mangled mess of misshapen organs and bones. The spider was bloody and looked
pleased with itself. The smell of it was terrible and I would have vomited if I
had had anything in my stomach.


Upstairs
I changed my clothes and then went to eat. The food on the table was rotten and
discolored. I couldn’t recognize what the food had been before. I moved into
the study and ate there instead. The gems in my pocket were enough to create
several meals.


I
recovered over an additional week. I did barely any physical activity except
for getting water for myself and the spider. I let it keep the monster’s corpse
and it was soon covered in its silk.


When
I felt strong enough I went back into the tunnel. At the fork I immediately saw
my second mistake. The barrier was still standing in its solid green. A little
too solid, since I couldn’t see through it and know whether it was safe to take
down.


I
had wondered why Tower had always used a clear gemstone and it suddenly made
sense. Even years later he still would have had something to teach me. The
tunnels were dark enough that a clear barrier would serve as well as any other.
When I brought light I would be able to see through it.


Before
I shrunk the barrier, I picked out two gems in preparation. One was a clear
one, ready to replace the barrier after it was brought down. The other I kept
firmly gripped in my other hand, ready to unleash its energy at whatever might
have been waiting for me on the other side. I had learned well from the week I
had spent asleep. I was not about to strain my body again recklessly channeling
magic without a source.


The
barrier drained away into the center of the tunnel, where I had originally
levitated the gem. A rush of warm air ran over my face like something exhaling
and made me flinch. My hand gripped the gemstone instinctively but there was
nothing in the tunnel. I remembered Tower telling me that the underground was
somehow warmer during winter. The barrier must have been blocking some of that
heat.


I
shifted on my feet and tried to relax, but my shoulders remained tense until I
had the clear barrier blocking the tunnel. The tunnel was clearly visible in
Candle’s light but was lost in the darkness like everything else when we walked
away. Still, I spent many days extracting all the clear gemstones I could find
and erecting multiple barriers before I was satisfied.


In
a few weeks I was convinced that I had safely secured the mines and my life
regained some of its old routine. I spent my mornings in the mines collecting
rocks, and then the early afternoon working on them. I added half of whatever I
found to the massive gem in the study, and left the other half in the cellar
for emergencies.


The
rest of my days were filled with exercising and reading. I kept growing taller
and I pushed myself to become as strong as my body allowed. I often practiced
funneling magic from my own body into spells to test my limits. I was often
surprised by how much of a difference a few months could make when sustaining
spells.


Around
the time of my eighteenth birthday, and my eighth year in the tower, I finally
built up the nerve to venture outside. I had long since moved the table away
from the door but I still had not stepped off the tower’s foundation.


Looking
back it seems like a silly thing, to have an almost fully grown man afraid to
take one step away from his home. I spent hours trying to teach Candle some way
to signal me back if I got lost, and then even more standing at the edge of the
tower’s stone looking down as if I was on the top of a wall, urging myself to
jump off.


I
turned and faced the tower before I did it. I kept my eyes open and stepped
backwards and then nearly fell over as the image of the tower was torn away
from my eyes. Even after so many years of magic and spells it was still
astonishing to witness a whole building vanish. I was sure Tower would have had
some explanation as to why that magic wasn’t impossible but I could make no
sense of it.


I
reached out with my focus and it was like hearing someone singing in the
distance. The magic was emanating in front of me, or so I thought. I stepped
back further and the sensation was fainter. It was then that I could feel that
it was coming from below the tower, not the structure itself.


“The
tower was built here because of the magic below it, not the other way around,”
Tower had once said.


That
winter I was able to finally mix in fallen leaves with the paper when sealing
the windows. It was a small victory but I relished it. After so many years of
nothing but stone it was good to once again feel soil under my feet.


In
the spring I was able to take short walks out into the forest and it was during
those that I decided that I needed to change what I was teaching myself. I
would watch the sky between the trees and remember how the dragon had dominated
the horizon. So many years later I could still picture it clearly.


My
nightmares of the attack had faded but still, then, I had not yet forgotten the
vow I had made as a boy. I promised myself that I would kill the dragon, but I
had struggled against just one farren, a rat of the underground as Tower had
said.


I
decided that I had to go into the underground.


 


 


 


The
barriers were closed one at a time and I placed each of the clear gems into its
own small bag. I had several others strapped to my belt that were already full
and a few loose gems in each pocket. Candle was on my shoulder. I had spent
weeks getting ready and I still felt unprepared.


The
last barrier came down and I stepped into the tunnel. I spread the same gem
over the tunnel behind me. I had no idea how many twists and turns were ahead
of me. I wasn’t going to risk something sneaking by me again and getting to the
cellar.


Initially
I walked quickly, riding on the burst of courage that had let me decide to
venture into the tunnels that day. I didn’t slow down until I came to the first
fork and that was when my decision began to bear down on me. The new tunnels
must have looked identical to the others but they seemed new, foreign, and
terrifying.


Candle
stirred on my shoulder and let out a gentle hiss, as if he was urging me on. I
brought out a gem and closed off the left tunnel of the new fork. I looked
behind and considered, if only for a moment, how easy it would be to turn
around. I closed my eyes and decided against it, walking forward through the
right hand tunnel.


After
a few minutes the floor began to incline, and I stopped to study the walls.
Gems glittered in both sides and the ceiling. I didn’t understand why whoever
had dug this out had decided to go upwards. I thought of the sollite that Tower
had been so anxious to find and considered it a possibility. Still, the change
didn’t bothered me.


I
continued through the tunnel. The incline eventually leveled and then begin to
descend. I stopped again and had to kneel down to see if the floor was safe to
walk on. The angle wasn’t too steep but it was just out of Candle’s light. Each
step was a new danger. It didn’t sit right with me to lower my feet into
darkness.


I
opened one of the bags and brought out a gemstone. I held it up to Candle and
pressed it into his body. It floated around his core as if it was in orbit.


“Don’t
eat quickly. Use it to shine brighter,” I whispered to him.


He
let out another hiss and I wasn’t certain if it was a protest or an agreement.
Either way his light extended further on and I could see the floor a few meters
ahead of me. Each step became more comfortable but I still moved slowly. If I
fell I had no idea what might be waiting for me at the bottom.


The
floor abruptly straightened and I brought my foot down too hard, expecting
there to be air where I met the ground. I spat out a curse and brought my other
foot down carefully. It was only then that I noticed the light coming from down
the tunnel.


I
snatched Candle from my shoulder and extinguished him. The gem I had given him
fell to the floor and bounced along the stone. I crept forward, unsure what the
light could mean and preparing for a fight. When I put Candle’s core in my
pocket I brought out a handful of gems.


The
air grew warmer the closer I got to the light. I had read in books of
underground lakes and rivers of lava, but it was another thing entirely to
experience them. The tunnel felt hotter than a midsummer’s day when I reached
the end. When I stepped out of the tunnel I found out why.


There
was only a small ridge that stuck out of the floor. The roof was still close to
my head and I saw that whoever had mined here had broken into a massive
chamber. I crouched down and looked down into the opening.


The
drop from the tunnel would have easily killed me. I had once considered the top
of the tower the highest I had ever been, and this drop was at least ten times
that. Directly below me was a river of fire, and it took a few moments for me
to realize that was the lava I had read about. Even from my height I could feel
the heat of it causing my forehead to sweat.


The
lava moved slowly and it was oddly hypnotic to watch. Candle had helped me move
past my fear of fire but part of me was still unsettled by the river. Parts of
it were charred black, as if it was burning up itself as it crawled along. It
reminded me of the river’s surface, with a thick coating of ash on top, after
the dragon had attacked.


I
looked up to survey the rest of the chamber. It stretched out far enough that
it faded away into the shadows, where the light from the river didn’t extend. I
frowned at that, not being able to grasp how such a large place could be found
underground. Maybe it wasn’t a chamber at all, but a gigantic cavern that kept
stretching on and on.


The
floor of the cavern, comfortably above the lava, was littered with pillars and
statues. I considered for a moment that it might have been a lost city, or
another structure made by whoever built my tower; however, the statues seemed
to be lined up and stretched off into the shadows. They filled the entire floor
between the pillars, row upon row of them, with seemingly no purpose. There
were no creatures or monsters among them. They were alone.


It
didn’t make sense to me. I wanted a closer look but I had no way to safely get
down. I had read of a spell that seasoned wizards could use to slow themselves
as they fell from a great height. It was not something I felt capable of yet
and trying it above a river of fire would be foolish. Even so, I felt as though
I stumbled upon something important as I turned away and went back into the
tunnel.


I
brought Candle back out when I had climbed the first slope. Back at the fork I
scorched a large ‘S’ into the right tunnel wall in the same way I had learned
in the window’s room. I didn’t like to think about those words but the letter
would remind me that this tunnel was safe if I ever came back.


I
removed the barrier and stepped through before I placed it back. The discovery
of the statues had sparked some excitement in me. I felt like a boy again,
exploring parts of the village that I wasn’t allowed to, or wandering off into
farms when my parents were fishing. I patted down the bags of gems on my belt
as a reminder of my ultimate goal. I continued on with my eagerness somewhat
diminished.


The
tunnel continued forward for a long time. It felt like there was a slight
downward slant to the floor but it was too dark to tell. There were no turns or
diverting tunnels. I considered turning back many times and Tower’s
reassurances suddenly made sense. Something would have to be determined to make
the journey through here to get close to the cellar.


My
attention waned after nearly two hours of creeping forward. I started walking
faster, growing complacent after seeing nothing but rock. I hadn’t heard
anything either. When the tunnel abruptly opened I had to stop and remind
myself to be careful.


The
darkness melded with the rock around us. I could only see a few meters out in
any direction as Candle’s light made a visible circle around us. I took a few
steps forward and saw that the floor was uneven. The tunnel had, at least in
part, been penetrated into this opening rather than dug out. Like the previous
chamber, it was so dark that I had no way of knowing how far it extended.


The
thought of the room’s size made me turn around and panic. I took a few steps
too many and I couldn’t see the tunnel in Candle’s light. I all but leaped back
in its direction until I could see it again. I suddenly wished I had brought a
vial of enchanted water with me to mark the entrance. I shook my head at that.
The light might attract attention.


It
was unnerving to do, but I placed a barrier over the tunnel. I didn’t like the
thought of being blocked out if I had to run, but I liked the thought of being
ambushed in the tunnel even less. Afterwards, I took another gem and held it
loosely in my right hand. As I walked I scored the floor with a magic line as I
had the wall. The line was lost in the darkness as I moved away but as long as
I maintained the effect all I had to do was look down to know how to get home.


I
tried to keep moving forward in the same direction as much as possible, but the
floor often rose and fell in ways I wasn’t ready to trust in the dark. Some of
the shadows in the floor were so deep that I couldn’t see the bottom even after
bringing Candle near them. I kept my distance from those as I walked around
them.


When
I judged that I was a fair distance from the tunnel, I withdrew several more
gems and clutched them tightly in my right hand. I ceased my marking on the
floor and stopped, concentrating on flowing the energy in the gems through my
body. I held Candle above my head in my other hand and let that energy flow
into him.


My
familiar flourished above my head. The brilliance of the light that shot out of
him made me wish I could watch him revel in it. I was too busy scanning our
surroundings, not sure how long I might have to maintain the illumination of
the room.


I
could see the tunnel clearly. I hadn’t walked as far as I thought and that was
the only wall I could see. The top of the cavern was higher than I expected and
as rough as the floor. Stalactites hung from the ceiling and I saw that there
were even a few stalagmites amongst the floor around me.


Candle
popped and crackled in my hand and it was only then that I saw the movement.
The light was powerful but the farren’s skin could easily blend in with the
rocks and shadows of the underground. The light had done nothing to disturb
them but a crackling fire was easy for them to hear.


There
were three of them together. They looked like they had been eating something
and turned from it to face me. One of them was easily double the size of the
other two and it launched off its feet toward me. It had been at the edge of
Candle’s light when it jumped and it had halved that distance when it landed.


Stupidly,
I closed my hand around Candle’s core and extinguished his fire. That only gave
the farren more of advantage; I had blinded only myself. I swore again and
backed away while I quickly brought Candle back to life. He spat a protest at
me but I ignored it. I shoved the handful of gems I had been using into his
fire and sat him on my shoulder.


One
of the smaller ones rushed at me first. It sprinted into the ring of light
around me and I used its own momentum against it. My focus locked onto its legs
and swept them out from under it. It was the barest use of magic but it sent
the monster face down into the stone floor.


The
large farren came next and I snatched at one of the bags at my belt. It was
only my second fight and I was clumsy. I got a handful of gems but spilled the
bag on the floor in the process. The sound of dozens of gems bouncing along the
stone rattled out in to the cavern and all three of my attackers roared out in
response.


The
monster dove and swiped its claws at my head. I ducked from the blow instead of
stopping it with the fistful of magic I was holding. I narrowly dodged it and
rolled to the side away from it. Another bag opened up as I moved and emptied
out more gems onto the floor.


Candle
jumped from my shoulder and started running to all of the scattered stones.
Each one he absorbed into his fire and it joined the other floating near his
core. His light grew each time and I could soon see all of the farren. The
first small one was still reeling on the floor. The second was waiting behind
the large one that was coming in for another attack.


I
had planned to mimic Tower’s kill and had practiced the fire with Candle. The
flames burst around my hand and spread up my arm. It crossed my shoulders and I
felt the power of it jolt down my spine. It was as if my body was vibrating
with the strain of focusing so much energy.


The
fire erupted out of my other hand and filled the air in front of me like a
focused explosion. The large monster was already close and was caught in the
flames. It shrieked in pain but kept coming. Tower’s fire had stopped his
attacker in its tracks. Mine charged through my magic and tore one of its claws
along my stomach.


The
pain was immense and burned hotter than the fire I was channeling. Still the
large farren kept lashing out at me as I jumped back, keeping my flames burning
away its body. Its shrieks turned into a gurgling sound when it finally fell to
the ground. I stopped the spell and released both of my hands. The gemstones I
had been clutching were tiny specks of color as they left my hand.


The
two smaller farren were attacking Candle and I stumbled forward to them. Each
time they ran their claws through his fire, they would recoil back in pain.
They attacked his fire harmlessly instead of bashing at his core. If my stomach
wasn’t screaming at me I might have been amused.


I
went for the gems in my pocket this time and stirred the energy up into
shackles for the two of them. Their ankles clamped together and they dropped to
the ground. I focused around the neck of one of them and broke it easily. 


The
second one struggled against me. It screamed as it flailed its legs free and I
felt the gem I had been using shatter in my hand as it broke the magic. I was
stunned by it and suddenly understood why I had been so hurt when the farren
had done the same to me in the cellar. The gem was a jagged mess of pieces in my
palm.


Candle
dived at the last monster. He had so many gems floating in his fire now that I
couldn’t count them. He had grown greatly in size with each magic source that
he had found. He was easily as tall as my chest. His core was bright even
amongst his fire, as if an even hotter flame burned within him. He swarmed the
farren’s head and burned it in seconds. Its body twitched as its head was
roasted. It looked red and raw by the end.


Candle
stood in front of me and spluttered the gems out, one by one. He shrunk in size
as each one fell to the floor. I lifted my shirt in the light and groaned as
the cloth peeled away from the slices on my stomach. The shirt was bloodied
around that area but the wounds weren’t deep. The skin around the torn flesh
had only just started to swell up and turn red.


When
I looked to Candle he was his normal size again. He tilted his head at me.


“I’m
hurt, we need to go back,” I said.


He
tilted his head again and then jumped in place, as if suddenly figuring out
what I said. He sucked all of the gems back into his fire and did slow circles
around me as I walked back to the tunnel. I smiled at how protective he was and
then scowled. I hadn’t realized how much my body moved, stomach included, when
walking. Each step brought a new jab of pain.


I
forced myself to stop and put up multiple barriers as we climbed the tunnels
back up to the cellar. It didn’t take as long to walk back since we didn’t have
to go as quietly and carefully as possible. Still, I had enough time to feel
foolish that I hadn’t prepared any healing spells. I had fumbled my way through
another fight, one I purposely went out to find, and learned only that I knew
next to nothing.


 


 


I
healed over a period of weeks after discovering the complexities of healing
spells. Tower had been able to weave magic and knit cuts closed and relieve
bruises. I stared at the techniques in the books as if I was learning to read
for the first time all over again.


I
didn’t go back into the tunnels again for months but it was not out of fear. I
recognized that I had only lived through the fight because of luck. If I had
been hurt more severely I would not have been able to climb back out. I hadn’t
even realized the nuances of some of the spells even Tower had shown me.


When
he had used fire against the farren, he had interwoven an additional blast of
kinetic energy, something I had just taken for granted. He was able to hold the
enemy in place while he spewed forth his fire, not allowing it to mindlessly
charge in and slash at him.


I
knew that I also needed to learn more spells, some that could protect me if I
was overwhelmed. I needed a better way to light up the caverns without causing
loud noises. I needed to learn more about what kind of monsters lived in the
underground. The list seemed inexhaustible.


Once
again I dove into the study’s book collection. I resumed working magic on the
roof, especially when there was a storm to challenge my concentration. I taught
myself how to hold lightning, both to cut through the darkness and to crash out
from my hand. I remember how impossible that had seemed when my village wizard
had sent it toward the dragon. I was capable of doing the same before I turned
twenty.


Candle
became my sparring partner. I would fill him with gems and he would roll around
the roof and dodge my attacks. I only used fire against him and whenever I
landed a hit, he would simply engulf the fire into his own form. He seemed to
love those mock fights.


I
would often read to him and sometimes he would sit and listen intently. I read him
the books on familiars and he would nod along, as if confirming what was being
said. Some books on spells would bore him but he would stay when I was reading
from the beastiary.


The
version Tower had given me was a copy. It must have been one of the first books
he copied from the old, leather bound originals. I held those books as if they
were fragile and could crumple at any moment, even if the tower had done its
job of preserving them.


“The
Farren,” I began.


“A
species of underground dwellers that share several key characteristics with
trolls. Due to these similarities, it is widely believed they are related and
share a common ancestor.


“Farren
are blind and rely on their sense of smell and hearing in order to survive.
Their hearing is particularly sensitive and can be utilized not unlike the way
a bat navigates dark caverns while in flight. Although they have lost a
functioning eyeball and socket over time, they still do retain some ability to
register light. Experiments have shown that an extremely bright light source
applied directly will sometimes cause a reaction.


“The
farren, like trolls, have no ability to resist magic. As such, they are
commonly referred to as the ‘vermin’ of the underground. They serve the role of
rats, likely as that is mostly all they can overpower and eat. Most other
creatures have built up tolerances for magical energy and benefit from it. As
such, the farren are commonly hunted by the larger inhabitants of the
underground.


“The
size and strength of farren wildly varies. They share the same potential for
growth and regeneration as trolls; however, unlike the trolls that flourish in
woodland areas, the growth of the farren are stunted by their inability to find
sufficient food sources. It is not uncommon to see packs of the creatures with
each individual sporting a different size.


“The
ability to regenerate allows farren to recover from a surprising amount of
damage. The only ways to permanently kill one of the creatures is to decapitate
it, starve it, sufficiently burn it, or cause enough damage that the farren
lacks the required muscle tissue and fat stores to regenerate. It is
recommended...”


I
put the book down and was very still. I was suddenly thankful for the gory mess
the spider had made in the cellar two years ago. I had only broken that
farren’s neck and I was then unconscious for so long afterwards. If the spider
hadn’t consumed the body it may have regenerated and came for me. The
realization was sobering and drove home once again how lucky I had been. I
pressed on in my efforts to learn.


My
return to the underground was a meticulous endeavor. Each time I went back into
the tunnels I did so with a specific purpose. I kept a smaller amount of gems
in fewer, better secured bags on my belt. I portioned out enough for the spells
I wanted to practice and a few extra for emergencies.


I
used a black gem to cover the entrance to the tunnel in the chamber where I had
fought the three farren. The barrier blended in easily with the rock around it
and allowed me to leave a beacon of light as a way to escape quickly. The light
was pooled around a gemstone to sustain itself and left levitating a few meters
above the tunnel. It was a cold, harsh light in the darkness amongst the stone.



I
kept Candle with me, but I fed him no magic. Stirring up his fire caused too
much noise to be used safely. I held a light in my hand instead, and its
silent, pale blue glow guided our way.


The
first few months I searched for farren. I avoided the larger packs of them as
best as I could. I intended to restrain one each trip to bring back to the
cellar with me, and that wasn’t always possible when I was outnumbered.


Those
I did capture I used to teach myself healing. I would break their necks and
then cut into them before they regenerated—I had no wish to cause them pain,
and that was the most humane way I could think to do it.


I
fumbled through the procedures at first, sometimes creating horrific mistakes.
Pouring too much energy into tissue could cause rampant growth. Drawing too
greatly on sources close to the wound themselves could kill nearby flesh in the
process. 


The
more experienced I grew at healing, the more I realized how I could have hurt
myself if I had experimented on my own body. It was the first time I saw magic
as too general a term for what I was doing. As a child I had seen it as
something similar to reading; once learned, I knew the basics for every word,
sentence, and paragraph. In magic I saw more complexity and depth in healing
than I had in all other spells combined. The way farren could regrow limbs
mystified and eluded me. I had to wonder if I was just as ignorant in how I
handled fire or light.


Eventually
I grew competent enough to heal myself of deep cuts and bruises. The books I
read detailed ways to do so without scarring but those were beyond me. As the
months in the underground turned into years, my body began to show that lack of
knowledge. Still, I survived and learned from each scar.


The
farren did become vermin to me in time and ceased to be a threat as I could
channel greater amounts of magic. I learned to weave multiple spells and
focuses at once, as I had seen Tower do. I found other nests of giant spiders
and other creatures morphed after centuries of living too close to the magic in
the stone.


It
was during those years that I think I lost sight of my intended goal. The
underground became another world to me, full of wonderful and vicious things. I
explored it eagerly, sometimes lost in the rough beauty of the place.


The
caverns sometimes gave way to vast expanses of lava or water. I once stumbled
upon a place where the two met, endlessly colliding in a deafening hot hiss of
steam. I often wished that I could sleep in the underground and venture even
further, to see where the water poured down from above. My experience had
taught me that there was no safe place to rest.


The
lakes of water were often as dangerous as the lava flows. Creatures would come
to drink and be snatched below the surface by the things that lived in the
water. They were too fast for me to ever see, and burst out in a spray of
frothing water and were gone before the air cleared. Whatever was unlucky
enough to be drinking nearby was taken with them. I kept my distance and never
risked a drink.


I
often searched for a way into the chamber full of pillars and statues but never
found it. Following the lava rivers was dangerous and I couldn’t be sure if
they would lead to the one I had seen. The light of the fire attracted all
sorts of beasts, most too large for me to fight if they weren’t alone. 


There
were lizards that could live in the lava. Sometimes I would catch them
slouching out onto the river banks, glowing hot and pouring molten rock in a
trail behind them. Their bodies would cool and turn as gray as the stones
around them. They would lay still like that and snap out when something passed
close to them.


I
had three long years in the underground before I met something that I couldn’t
either defeat or run away from. I was twenty-three and, although I didn’t know
it yet, I had only two years left alone in the tower.


 











Chapter
Eighteen


 


 


For all the hours
I spent deep in the caverns, it was when I was attacked near the tunnel that I
came closest to death.


I
didn’t even have time to erect the barrier or ignite Candle. I could see the
thing shifting in the dark at the edge of the light. It was heavy enough that I
could feel the vibrations it sent out with each step as it snuffed at the
ground. The tunnel was so close that I took it as a challenge I had no chance
of losing. My escape was right behind me.


I
stepped forward and felt the familiar tingle as the lightning crawled up my arm
and over my shoulders. It shot faster down my other arm and I unleashed it at
the back of the monster. It was only then that I realized the magnitude of my
error. 


The
lightning bolt made contact in less than a second and broke up the darkness for
less than that, but it all the time I needed. I saw the monster’s body in the
flash of light and my body tensed. I had just attacked the same type of monster
that had chased Tower out of the mines so many years ago. A krogoth.


A
roar returned my strike and I felt as if it had physically struck my body. I
was stunned as it launched itself toward me. It was easily triple the size of
the one I had seen Tower fight. That one must have been young. The fully grown
version had even more teeth and longer claws. Its four legs still looked too
big for the rest of its body, as if it used them to tear out chunks of rock.
The head of it looked less like a dragon than it did before but it was still charging
at me. My attack had only made it angry.


It
twisted as it got close and slammed its tail into my side. I expected to be
knocked to the floor, not smashed clear into the air, and hit the wall hard. I
fell quickly onto the floor and scrambled to my feet. I didn’t know how injured
I was but I couldn’t risk staying down.


Somehow
I had kept my grip on the gemstones and fired another lightning bolt at the
monster. The spell smacked into its face but it kept on running at me as if I
had done nothing at all. Either lightning did nothing to it or my power wasn’t
strong enough. I threw one of the stones to my feet as the monster grew closer
and released the energy as a percussive blast. I dived as the power was
unleashed and blew myself out of the krogoth’s way.


The
monster had been running too fast to stop in time. It collided with the wall as
I landed and scraped over the ground, still moving from the force of the blast.
My left arm was snagged by a sharp rock and it tore into my flesh before I came
to a stop. When I was on my feet I could feel the blood trickling down my
forearm.


I
ignored it and looked at the monster. Its front claws were embedded into the
wall but he was already working on tearing them free. I grabbed a fresh fistful
of gems and took the opportunity to hone my focus on the krogoth. It was then
that I realized why Tower had run from the previous one. My focus was like an
extra sense, and trying to gather it on the monster was like trying to see
through a thick fog. Like it did with the lightning, it was resisting the
magic.


Focused
or not, I blindly sent a blast of energy—three gems worth—toward the monster
and I might as well have tried to punch a stone wall. It was knocked slightly
forward but reared back as though it felt nothing. It yanked its left claw out
and pressed it higher into the wall, pushing down to free the second one.


I
grabbed the emergency gems from my pocket and I ran. I wildly channeled
lightning as I sprinted toward the tunnel, sending out random arcs to light my
way. Another roar came from behind me and I turned to see only its teeth and
eyes glistening in the darkness.


Two
paces from the tunnel the krogoth caught up to me. Its claws lashed at me as I
flung my body into the tunnel. The tips of the claws drove down the flesh of my
back but the tips were enough to tear chunks out of my body. I landed on my
side, barely a meter into the tunnel, screaming as my back felt like it had
been smothered in fire.


The
monster was too big to get into the tunnel but that wasn’t stopping it. I could
see it carving its way in already, cutting deep gaps in the wall of the cavern.
I tried not to think of my back as I watched it claw through the stone as it
had done to me. I pressed weakly with my feet, pushing myself into the tunnel
and shrieking each time my back moved.


I
was too hurt and the krogoth was digging closer to me faster than I could
squirm away. I grabbed the bag from my belt and looked inside. There were at
least two dozen gems within and only a few more in my pockets. I kept only two
of them and shoved the rest inside. I tied the top closed and threw it on the
ground.


To
this day I still don’t know how I got to my feet. My back felt like it was
being torn open all over again, as if my body was splitting apart. I stumbled
forward, away from the bag and fell down again after a few paces. I crawled the
rest of the way, feeling the rush of air from behind as the monster brought
down another part of the wall and leered deeper into the tunnel.


The
pain was what stopped me and I knew I had no other option than to risk it. The
bag still looked so close when I turned around and focused on it, gathering
around every gem within it, unlocking the energy of each in tandem with the
rest. I held one of the gems I had kept as the power began to stir. The stone
spread out as a barrier over me, shielding me, and I hoped it would be enough.
The krogoth may have had the ability to resist my spells, but the walls around
us didn’t.


The
explosion rocked the tunnel as if it had been unhinged and torn away from the
rest of the world. Even the monster’s roar was drowned out in the sound. The
ceiling and floor cracked around me, and fissures opened letting loose torrents
of stone and dust. The barrier was coated in debris and I was left in darkness.


I
brought out Candle’s core from my pocket and he served as my light. He turned
his head at me, confused, and watched as I painstakingly drew out the energy of
my final gem and worked at healing my back. The wounds were dirty and that made
the process even longer and more painful. Part of me was glad that I couldn’t
see just how bad they were.


The
gem ran out before I was fully healed, but it was enough that I could move
without being in agony. The barrier above us sported as many cracks as the
walls and had barely held. I shifted it slowly, reshaping the energy until I
had enough room to wriggle out. Candle went out first and lit my way.


On
my feet I turned and saw the destruction I had caused. The downward slant of
the tunnel made it look like the floor had been flooded with rubble. There were
no more sounds, not even of the krogoth digging, and I had to wonder if the
wall above us had collapsed on top of him. I wouldn’t risk finding out.


I
turned and staggered up in the direction of the cellar. Each step sent a spasm of
pain from my back. I had enough energy in my body to complete the healing but I
didn’t know if it would leave me with enough to walk home. I endured the pain
to be safe but still winced every other step.


 


 


I
tried to take some comfort in knowing that I had sealed the tower from harm.
The tunnels that were left open had ample amounts of gemstones to be mined out.
Still, after healing my back and settling in once again to a comfortable life
in the tower, I bitterly missed my expeditions down into the underground.


Those
final two years passed just as quietly as the first few I had spent alone. The
only differences were that I often took walks in the forest and was adding my
own books to the collection in the study. I wrote about my experiences that I
could find no reference to in the other books. I added information to my copy
of the beastiary that Tower had made me start.


I
still practiced with Candle, but part of me had long since lost the goal of
leaving the tower. I became attached to my home that kept me warm, dry, with an
unlimited amount of food and paper to busy myself.


The
giant spider died part way through my final year. I buried it in the crater in
the tunnels, as close to where its nest had been as I possibly could. It may
have been a beast, perhaps even a mindless one as Tower had said, but I still
mourned its passing. Aside from Candle, it had been the only being I had
interacted with over all the years.


I
continued adding to the gem in the study as time passed. Near the end of that
final year it was nearly as big as I remembered Tower’s being. It was a small
thing, but it made me happy to see that I had fully restored at least one piece
to the room.


I
often wrote about Tower. My theories on him and the magic around me were
intertwined. Over a decade had passed since I began learning magic and still
the enchantments in the tower baffled me. The very books I wrote on were
restored and regenerated themselves from magic drawn from the tower. I could
not even begin to reverse-engineer those spells.


My
writings often pondered who had built the tower. I imagined an ancient group of
incomprehensibly powerful wizards, who would look at my own crude spells and
laugh at them. I could hold energy in my hands and transform it into light,
fire, and then back again into a solid state. How did the creators of the tower
view that energy when they could so easily draw it from the ground?


I
wondered if Tower may have been one of them, or if he had never even left at
all. The room with the window, still blocked all these years later, might have
acted as some sort of portal that he had come from. A wizard that had taken
pity on a young boy and then gotten tired of his stumblings through magic,
something that came as easily as breathing to him. The years alone had made my opinion
of him exponentially grow.


Toward
the end I even considered that he was himself an embodiment of the tower, that
his name was more than a passing title. The same magic that powered the books
and candles, if so advanced, might sustain the image of a man in the way I
could morph energy into meat and vegetables. I thought of the chicken question
I had asked Tower so long ago and grasped at the possibility. The tower saw a
boy and gave him the means to survive, just enough, and then receded back into the
walls.


In
the end, all of my theories were wrong. He was no great, immortal man from a
long lost age. He wasn’t made flesh from the tower’s magic, although it may
have sustained him at times. The answers came suddenly one morning, when I woke
up and the windowed room was open.


The
light from under the door woke me up. I liked sleeping in the dark, sealed off
in the bedroom adjacent from the study. The candle light was too dim to reach
through the crack under the door and that’s what made me spring out of bed. I
thought the light was a fire and ripped the door open while still barely awake.


I
saw it immediately, even through the visual overload of the bright lights
assaulting my eyes. The door at the other end of the study was open. The chests
I had stacked were strewn across the floor, as if the door had been violently
pushed open. Somehow the door was still intact and hinged in its frame.


The
window was a dazzling blaze of blue light. The stones in the wall shined along
with it, as if the light snaked its way between all of them, stretching out to
light up the entire perimeter of the room. The bedroom behind me stayed dark.
It was only the study that was caught in the window’s magic.


Candle
climbed up my leg as I walked toward the window. I could feel the magic
pulsating from it with only the smallest effort of focusing toward it. The gem
in the corner, now as high as my hip, was only a fraction of the energy that
was bombarding through the walls.


I
entered the room not knowing what to expect. The door stayed open behind me.
The chilling writing was still on the walls, the letters still looked like they
had been etched in while in agony. My head felt light, as though it could float
from neck at any moment, caught in the whirlwind of magic in the room.


There
was something on the window. The thin frame was emitting the light, but the
glass—if it truly was glass—was still as clear as ever. In the center of it was
a small symbol. It was a simple shape, four lines curving upwards from the same
point, in the same blue color as the light in the room.


I
was compelled to touch it. Maybe it was the possibility of solving a mystery.
Maybe I thought it would bring Tower back. Maybe it was that I missed the
excitement of exploring the unknown of the underground. I pressed my hand
against the symbol and felt like I had been struck with my own lightning.


The
room swirled in and out of my comprehension. A mess of blue light and gray
stone and me in the middle of it, my hand shocked stuck to the glass of the
window. The vibrations moving up my arm caused my whole body to shake and then,
as abruptly as the window had latched onto me, it released me and I fell into a
heap on the floor.


The
lights were gone and the window felt empty. All of the power was gone and the
room was cold. Candle was on my shoulder and was still as I got to my feet.
From outside the tower I heard a crackle of thunder.


I
turned and saw the study was also in darkness. Out of habit I raised my hand to
Candle and used his light to guide my way. The candles had all gone out but the
room seemed to be as I had left it. The bedroom door was somehow closed and I
frowned at that.


Another
boom of thunder rattled through the tower walls and I walked to the study’s
door. I opened it and found no light coming in from the windows along the
stairs. It had been morning a few moments ago and no storm, no matter how
severe, could have blocked out all of the light. Had I been knocked
unconscious? How long for?


I
stepped out onto the stairs and looked to the water channel in the wall. It was
dried out and filthy and I tensed up. Had I lost more time? Was it several
weeks now? A third thunderbolt, directly above the tower, exploded in the sky
and light briefly shimmered through the windows. I turned to go up to the roof
when another sound shot through the tower, closer this time, from below.
Something had just opened the front door.


I
whipped around and grabbed for a gem in my pocket. No wind had been strong
enough to open the door in all the years I had been in the tower. Had I been
unconscious so long that it had degraded? I shook my head at the ridiculous
thought and I tried to ready myself. Something had invaded my home and I needed
to fight.


I
descended slowly and strained my ears to hear any movement. Whatever it was it had
not made it into the main chamber of the tower yet. As I neared the bottom of
the stairs I could hear it struggling against the door as if it was trying to
pull it open again.


I
stepped into the hallway ready to fling all manner of spells at whatever was
waiting for me. Instead my hand clamped around Candle protectively, snatching
away his light and shielding me in the darkness from what I saw. 


My
body froze as another bolt of lightning came down near the tower, illuminating
us in a brief, white flash. Our eyes locked and I stared at him more intently
than I ever had another person in my entire life. I wanted to step forward,
carefully, but I was rooted in place. My skin was alive with goosebumps,
causing my back and arms to tingle.


“What
is your name?” I asked, although I already knew. I had to be sure.


“Bryce,”
the boy croaked out.


I
set my jaw firmly in place, and took a bracing breath, as I stared down at
myself.











Chapter
Nineteen


 


 


My mind felt like
it had been struck. Questions came hurtling at me, howling for my attention,
while I knew I had to stay calm.


I
remember how afraid I had been of the man—me—in the tower on my first night and
how calm he—me—had been. I knew I had to recreate that presence. And even that
seemingly easy affirmation split apart into hundreds of questions without
answers. Did I really have to recreate it? How careful did I have to be?
Could I get this wrong and rewrite my entire life?


The
boy—me—looked up at me with trepidation. His mouth was set tightly. He was
afraid and I had been silent for too long. I couldn’t remember if Tower—me—had
done that.


“Why
are you here?” I asked and wondered if those were the exact words I had heard
all those years ago.


The
boy swallowed before he answered. I couldn’t remember if I did that.


“A
dragon came to our village. Killed everyone. I ran away. I don’t think the
village is there anymore.”


I
turned from him and walked to the table in the center of the room. I ignited
Candle on top of it out of habit and looked at him. My movements were steady
but my thoughts were still racing. I needed time to think. I needed to get the
boy asleep and out of sight.


“Come
inside. Let’s have a look at you.”


When
I heard his footsteps stop behind me, I turned and saw him flinch as though he
expected to be struck.


“I’m
not going to hurt you,” I said, trying my best to keep my voice level.


I
scanned my younger self, boggling at how small I had once been. It was a
surreal experience, seeing myself as a child. I had been so scrawny and weak.
It was surprising that I survived the attack at all, never mind the cold,
drenched run through the woods. I remembered being asked something about that.


“You
ran here in the rain? The dragon was chasing you?”


The
boy nodded and I stepped aside, looking up into the dark interior of the tower.
I felt confident that I was recreating that first night so far. I heard the boy
take a sharp breath and I turned to face him. His eyes were full of Candle’s
light, as if the flames were dancing in his pupils. I saw the reflection of
Candle tilting his head, considering the boy.


Abruptly
I remembered and I swiped Candle’s core from within the flames. I deposited it
quickly into my pocket and then faced myself. I could still make him out in the
darkness.


“I’m
sorry,” I said. “A dragon just burned down your village. My friend must have
terrified you.”


He
said nothing to me. His breathing slowed and he stared up at me. His eyes were
making me uncomfortable, like they were gnawing at me. I knew that look. I had
looked that look. I needed to get him out of the way, if only for a few hours.


“Well
Bryce, I have more things to ask you but you must be exhausted. You should
rest. We can talk in the morning,” I said as I started walking toward the
stairs.


I
didn’t look back to see if he was following me. I opened the door on the first
floor and even the simplest passing thought—this was once my old room and now
it’s his, or is mine again, or his again—was enough to threaten my grasp on the
situation. I pushed it all aside.


Focusing
my magic was a welcome distraction. I transformed part of my own energy into
light slowly, relishing the few moments of concentration that brought me peace
from my other thoughts. The orb merged in the middle of the room and let out a
pale blue light.


“How?”
I heard the boy ask from behind me and, just like that, my moment of peace was
over.


“Tomorrow,”
I replied. “You must be tired after running so far.”


I
remembered that part of the night distinctly. I remember how the ache in my
legs deepened at the sight of the bed. I watched the boy sit on it and then I
turned to leave. Something nagged at my memory, as if I was forgetting
something. I called back the sphere of light and it was then, when I heard the
boy let out a small squeak at the darkness, that I remembered.


I
dragged the table close to the bed and sat on the chair next to it. I knew I
needed to leave him with a light but there was still something I was missing.


My
fingers were ready to hold the flame when I stopped myself. I needed to be
careful from now that I didn’t scare the boy. I had to remember what fire meant
to me back then.


“You’ve
seen that I can use magic, Bryce. Unfortunately I can’t leave a light in here
right now unless I light a candle. That means a little fire. Are you okay with
that instead of being in the dark?”


The
boy nodded and I barely made out the movement in the shadows of the room. I
kept the flame as small as possible as it sparked to life between my fingers. I
stretched my hand out toward the candle and that’s when I realized. The
epiphany crashed down on me and I froze.


In
spite of the situation, a smile spread over my face. I stifled a laugh as I
looked at the candle. All those years worrying that I had used the wrong type
of fire, that I had made my familiar wrong, when the candle flame had come from
me after all.


I
let the flame catch on top of the candle. It was settling in a way, knowing
that this one flame would stay alight for a year until it became this boy’s
familiar. He needed to know to never put out the flame.


“This
candle has a kind of magic. As long as it stays in the tower it will never melt
or run out. The fire will stay lit forever, so don’t ever blow it out. Do you
understand?”


“Yes,”
the boy whispered.


“Sleep
well now. We’ll talk in the morning.”


I
had always thought Tower had gone to his room and slept like I did at the end
of the night. When I closed the door behind me I knew that I had a lot of work
to do and not enough hours to do it in. I had to prepare food and water for us
both, which meant collecting some gems. I needed to set up barriers in the
tunnels. Most importantly, I needed to think and remember everything that
happened to me on my first few days in the tower.


The
mines came first, and it was a shock to find the door to the cellar still
intact. It was a small thing but after fifteen years of that doorway being open
it was strange to have something to open and close behind me.


The
cellar itself felt decrepit and neglected. There was a thick layer of dust on
everything. The giant spider’s cell looked naked without its thick masses of
silk, but the seemingly endless little cobwebs around the rest of the room
tried to make up for it.


I
ignited Candle and had him guard the tunnel entrance while I tidied the room.
The well needed the most attention, and I cleaned the buckets around it
thoroughly. Whatever magic infused in the tower may have maintained a lot of
these things, but that didn’t mean they were kept clean enough to use.


The
inside of the tool cabinets weren’t as bad as the rest of the room. The spiders
had left their mark inside but they had been spared the dust. I took out one of
the small pouches and a single pickaxe and marched into the mines.


At
the fork I erected a barrier to protect the cellar with one of the few gems I
had in my pocket. I chipped away at the wall right afterwards, only needing a
handful or two of stones. I expended some magic rupturing the chunks of rock.
It was a wasteful, hasty process but time was more valuable to me than
conserving magic.


I
walked down the left tunnel to make sure it was clear. It was strange to see it
sealed up again, not yet open to the spider’s nest and not yet sealed away by a
blast that Tower—that I—created. That would be weeks from now, the thought
bashed at me and I shoved it aside. The mines were the worst place to potentially
lose my mind.


The
right tunnel took longer to check through. I decided against going down the
slope that led to the chamber of statues and pillars. I needed to get back up
into the tower and prepare for morning. I placed a barrier over it just to be
safe and then walked down the longer tunnel toward the opening of the
underground.


I
ran into two farren on the way. Candle hissed and spat at them from my shoulder
as if we had returned to our old times exploring the underground. I dispatched
them easily with two spells and then dragged them with me into the underground.
I threw them each out into the opening without burning or decapitating them. If
something came along and ate them or if they regenerated and went on their way,
either was fine with me.


Two
barriers were put up. I had only found two clear gems in my brief extraction
and resorted to using colored ones instead. I manipulated the darkest colors I
could find to seal off the tunnel. When I arrived back at the fork I used one
of the clear gems there, and the second one back at the cellar. It wasn’t my
best work but it would do until I had to bring the boy down into the mines.


Too
many warnings swam through my mind as I climbed the stairs out of the cellar.
There was too much to think about and all of it seemed equally important. There
was something I was forgetting about Candle. Something I was forgetting about
the mines. Something I needed to remember about myself. I couldn’t separate it
out and, thus, all of it went unresolved.


I
went up into the study and found that it looked the same as yesterday. Did
yesterday mean the same thing at that moment, or was it tied to the date and
time instead? I closed my eyes tightly and slumped at my writing desk in
frustration. I looked down at the book that I had been working on as if it held
an answer.


In
a way, it did. I felt stupid as I jumped out of my chair and rushed down the
bookcases. I plucked out books at random and flipped through pages that I
remembered writing on. They were still there. The pages were still filled in.
Whole books that I had constructed were still on the shelves. I didn’t
understand.


The
rest of the tower had reverted back to how it once had been, but this room had
not. I looked at the windowed room and found the door closed. The massive gem
in the corner beside it, the one I had diligently formed over the years, was
still there. It was the same size as it had been yesterday.


I
halted in the middle of the room. I closed my eyes and tried to think of when I
had been transported back. The windowed room had been filled with light. It was
piercing out from between the stones in the walls, but it had spread to this
room as well. Had they both been brought back with me?


The
risk of it wasn’t even considered. I swung open the door and stepped into the
small room. The window looked inert now and I looked at my faint reflection in
the glass. I had often thought I looked familiar as I had grown older but I
thought I was seeing my father in myself. It had been so long I could barely
recall what he or Tower looked like. Looking at myself now I wondered which one
I was recognizing more in my face. 


I
looked around the room and held Candle up to light the walls. They were still
the same. Unchanged, with the same words and lettering scored into them. I read
them once again.


“DO
NOT TRUST THE BOY.”


“i’m
so hungry.”


“I
died but I’m still here.”


“Dragon.
Dragon. Dragon.”


There
were others. Others that I had read the last time I had been in here. I knew,
somehow, that I had written those words. I could feel the possibility within me
even then. The strain of it on my mind could crack open and break me. Some of
these words were from past versions of me, driven insane by what I witnessed
today, or by what I might witness soon.


I
didn’t want to consider what each of the scrawled words might mean or what
horrors might await me. My Tower had kept his sanity and so could I. 


I
closed the door and kept walking across the study. I needed to see what else
hadn’t changed.


The
bedroom felt cold and wrong. I had grown comfortable in the room over the years
but in that moment it was like I was an invader, poking around in someone
else’s room. The drawers were full of clothes once again, even another pair of
what I was currently wearing. The bed was made but felt stiff. There was dust
on everything, although to a lesser extent than the cellar.


In
one of the drawers I found two objects I had never seen before. They were a
harness and a small dagger. They looked delicate and ornamental, but I
recognized them immediately as sollite. They were made of the same material
that housed Candle, a substance capable of storing vast amounts of magical
power, far more than a gemstone.


I
looked at them and wondered why I had never seen them before. The harness
looked like it would fit me and the dagger felt light in my hand. I ran my
focus over both of them and found them devoid of any magic. How had they gotten
there?


The
answer came suddenly but brought another revelation with it. I put the sollite
objects back in the drawer and fell back onto the bed. Tower must have taken
them out and had them when he vanished, I surmised.


I
closed my eyes. When he vanished, I repeated the thought. When I vanished. The
reality of it came crashing down on me. It was a year from now that Tower
disappeared. I had a year left before whatever came for him would come for me.


 











Chapter
Twenty


 


 


What I had seen in
the study was not enough to sway my decision. The bookshelves may have been
lined with books that shouldn’t exist yet, but that didn’t stop me from trying
to recreate Bryce’s first day as best as I could. I wondered if it was a futile
endeavor. I may have already made mistakes and misremembered things.


Still,
I was ready for the boy in the morning. I brought up a fresh bucket of water
and placed it on the table with cleaned plates, utensils, and the gemstones I
had collected. He woke up and came down the stairs as I recalled doing. I
remembered my intention of slipping out unnoticed and smiled warmly when I
caught the boy’s eye.


I
motioned to the chair across the table and he took his place. I gave him a few
moments to consider everything on the table and myself. I used the time to
prepare what I had to say. Lies were necessary, I could see the wisdom in that
even early on. If I had been told the truth, that this strange man was myself
all grown up and sent back to protect me, I’m not sure if I would have
understood. At the very least I would have thought the man mad and ran back out
into the wilderness.


I
knew also that it wasn’t just enough to lie. I needed to make the boy believe
it so he would settle quickly enough that I could begin teaching him. I only
had a year, I reminded myself bitterly. A year to make the boy self-sufficient
before I was gone.


“Bryce,”
I said. “Your name is Bryce.”


He
nodded.


“You
must be hungry,” I said, and swept my hand over the gemstones.


He
put a hand on his stomach as I spoke but also looked at me strangely, not
understanding what the gemstones had to do with what I said.


“Yes,
sir.”


I
picked up one of the gems—a green one. Normally I would have placed it onto the
plate in the middle of the table and transformed it to the first idea that my
stomach gave me, but I stopped myself. I narrowed my eyes at the gem and tried
to remember what the first meal had been. I strained my memory but couldn’t
recall. The boy was staring at me. I needed to act.


I
flicked the gem toward the plate and made a show of morphing it as it fell
through the air. I finished the spell off with a burst of light from a small
amount of leftover energy caught in the gem. It was an unnecessary addition but
it felt right at the time. The boy turned his head from the light and was
unable to see the grin I had from showing off to my younger self.


The
plate was full of food. A roasted chicken with potatoes, carrots, turnip, and a
small loaf of soft bread. The boy’s eyes boggled in his head at the feast that
had seemingly came out of nowhere, and he wasted no time in eating directly
from the large plate. I stared at the food with confusion at first. I didn’t
recognize this as the meal I ate on my first day in the tower.


“That
wasn’t right,” I said to myself. I shook my head in confusion. I was suddenly
unsure if I had already made a mistake.


Eventually
I joined the boy in the meal. I was hungrier than I expected to be. So much of
my time had been spent getting prepared that I hadn’t eaten since going through
the windowed room. We ate about a quarter of the food in total before we were
both full. The boy leaned back in the chair with his hands on his belly.


“Feel
better?” I asked.


He
nodded.


“Good.
Last night I said we would talk. We have some things to do today but you can
ask questions for now, if you like,” I said as I leaned back in my chair.


I
tried to remember what the first question would be before he asked it, but the
boy was too quick.


“What
are you?” he blurted out and the memory of it hit me along with the question. I
started laughing, both at the ridiculousness of the question and how startled I
had been when it had ripped out of my mouth when I had been the boy. I
remembered the momentary panic I had about offending the stranger and laughed
harder.


“Oh,”
I said, as the laugh settled. “What am I? It’s a fair question. I would ask it
too. I am a wizard. I am a man too, like you will be someday,” I smiled at that.
“But I am also a wizard. Magic is the only thing that is different between us.”


The
boy nodded and I remembered the next question I asked as he did so. I readied
myself to begin the lie.


“What
is your name?” he asked.


“I
don’t have a name,” I said. I forced a smile on my face and continued, “I was
born here and have lived in here all my life.” I felt a lump grow in my throat.
“Sometimes I’ve had guests and things have invaded over the years, but
there’s never been a need for names. I am part of the tower more than anything
now. Call me that if you need a name. Tower.”


He
believed the lies just as easily as I had back then. I kept the smile on my
face but inside my guts felt like they were being wrenched together.


“Do
dragons ever come here?” was the boy’s third question.


At
least it was one I could answer truthfully. I shook my head.


“How
do you know?”


The
dragon had been so important to me back then. I tried to put myself in place of
the boy once more, having just seen the monster engulf my entire life and home.
It had been such a huge part of my life back then. It was strange how distant
it seemed now.


He
continued his questions. At the end of it, I had explained some of the magic of
elemental familiars and the tower, frightened him away from the cellar door,
and offered him the room as a permanent place to stay. I had gotten through the
first step. I knew next I had to lead him up to the roof.


On
the way I stopped and explained which floor of the tower was mine. I kept the
door closed so I didn’t overwhelm him. We passed the empty rooms near the top
and I kept a close watch on him out of the corner of my eye. I remembered one
thing clearly about that first climb: how afraid I had been of falling.


At
the top, before we stepped out onto the roof, I pointed out the channel that
ran through the wall of the tower.


“Did
you notice this as we came up here?”


He
shook his head and I watched as he leaned closer to it. He ran one his fingers
through the groove in the wall and frowned at the dirt that rubbed onto him.


“This
runs along the stairs,” I explained. “It winds all the way to the bottom.
Follow me now.”


I
kept pointing at the channel as I stepped onto the roof. The boy stopped at the
doorway as if he was reluctant to step outside. I couldn’t remember doing that
and waved him closer to me. He looked scared as he shifted over the roof to
stand next to me. He kept close.


I
moved the rain water barrel closer to the doorway and explained how the water
collected in the compartment in the wall. Despite how hard I was trying to word
everything to match my memory, I enjoyed the look of wonder as I gave him the
warm, enchanted water to hold. His eyes lit up as the gems released their magic
and even then I saw the beginnings of how magic would replace the missing
pieces of his, and my, life.


A
red gem was placed above the water in the bowl and I gave a second one to the
boy. I had a moment of hesitation before I sent him down the stairs. I
remembered that first farren attack all too well and I hoped that things would
repeat the same way and that he would survive it.


When
he raced down the stairs I stood as close to the doorway without stepping into
the tower. His footsteps grew distant until I couldn’t hear them anymore. The
gem above the bowl began to drip water and still I hadn’t heard the boy scream
out about the monster.


I
began to wonder if my Tower had not been feigning ignorance all those years
ago, and that he truly hadn’t heard me. I remember how shocked he looked when I
told him about the monster.


A
few more minutes went by and just as I was about to go down and check on him, I
heard his footsteps on the stairs. I shifted back to the compartment and stared
at the water.


“The
water made it! I put the gem in,” he said after bursting onto the roof.


I
furrowed my eyes at him and titled my head slightly, a habit I must have
learned from Candle.


“That’s
all? Nothing else?”


“Nothing
else,” he said slowly and his eyes widened. “Did I do it wrong? Was something
else supposed to happen?”


“No,”
I answered firmly. “No,” I repeated, softer. “I’m sorry, you did nothing wrong.
The water is coming from here now. Follow me. I need to check something.”


I
hurried down the stairs. The air rushed passed my face as I descended quickly.
I felt like things were already spiraling out of control. I tried to convince
myself that our breakfast must have been over a little faster. The water must
have ran down the tower a little quicker. The farren wasn’t through the door
just yet but would be soon.


The
boy took each step carefully and I left him trailing behind me. The monster
would barge in at any moment and I needed to place myself between it and my
younger self. When I reached the bottom I put a hand in my pocket and
preemptively squeezed my fingers around some gems.


My
eyes were locked on the door. There were no noises. I was already worrying when
Bryce stopped behind me, panting from having run up the stairs and then
following me back down again. The only sounds were his breathing. There was
nothing behind the door.


Had
I already made too big of a mistake? I thought back to my version of this day.
Tower had seemed genuinely surprised when I told him about the monster. Had he
set up barriers and they failed? Was there no attack when he had been a boy?
The thought of my Tower as the boy behind me threatened to cascade into a
barrage of questions and thoughts. I thought of my sanity and the words in the
windowed room and ignored the questions.


“I
have to go down there,” I said without looking back at Bryce. “I want you to
move to the front door and stay there. If anything comes out of there that
isn’t me, anything at all, you open the door and run. Do you understand?”


My
perception of what was going on bled into my memory of the day. I had been
scared. I remembered watching Tower leave, his back to me, as I walked forward
now and left the boy. It was all too similar but too different at the same
time. It felt wrong.


I
opened the door and walked down the stairs without closing it. I waited until I
was halfway down the stairs before I brought Candle out. He looked angry and
confused—I hadn’t had time to explain everything to him yet. I soothed him by
channeling short bursts of energy through my hand.


The
first barrier in the cellar was intact. I studied it closely to look for signs
of damage. Maybe this time the farren had given up. There were no cracks on the
surface and I shrunk the barrier. I stepped into the tunnels and carried on.


I
was underground for a number of hours. I searched each tunnel meticulously. I
even forced myself down the slope and checked all the way through to the
chamber of statues. None of the barriers showed signs of tampering. Even the
ones closest to the underground were as sturdy as I had made them.


My
mind wandered back to my Tower. When he had been a boy there must not have been
an attack, so he didn’t think it was necessary to set up the barriers that I
had. And what about his Tower, had he remembered to set them up like I had? Was
there a cycle to how the older me and the younger me interacted? Was this
something that alternated each time? A farren coming up the cellar for me, none
for the boy waiting for me upstairs. When it’s his turn there will be an attack
that he won’t expect. He’ll think the past has changed, just like I did now.


My
head hurt. The pain intensified when I tested my memories. Had those changed
too? Were there rules to what I was doing? Could things change without changing
me?


Back
in the cellar I filled another bucket of water and climbed up to the tower. I
extinguished Candle and placed him in my pocket before we got too close to the
top of the stairs. Bryce was still standing at the door. I tried not to let my
concern show on my face.


We
sat at the table and we ate another meal. The boy ate heartily and asked me a
stream of questions about the stairway. When we were finished we set about
cleaning the room. I wondered how many years the tower had been vacant before I
stumbled into it. There was a surprising amount of dirt for a place that was
meant to be hidden.


The
afternoon turned to evening and I watched as my younger self marvel at the
sparkling gleam that now ran through the tower. I remembered that moment, the
second time that magic enraptured my imagination. I smiled at him.


The
smile turned into a scowl as I remembered the warning I had to give him before
he went to bed. I called out to him as he was climbing the stairs. He looked at
me happily, eager to hear something else about the magic around him.


“You’ll
soon be able to answer some questions yourself, Bryce. When we’ve cleaned the
rest of the tower I’ll have to go back into the tunnels. You should get
prepared. You’ll be coming with me.”


I
forced myself not to look away as I saw his expression become conflicted, torn
between excitement and fear. He nodded once and then went up to his room.


I
didn’t enjoy scaring the boy, but I wasn’t sure what was vital to creating the
wizard that I was now. I remembered how frightened I had been trying to sleep
that night, but it taught me to respect and fear the tunnels. It served as a
way to temper my curiosity. It was hard to judge if that had saved my life when
I explored the tunnels my first time alone.


In
the study I sat at my desk and began to write. I tried to collect my memories
of the year I had lived with Tower. It was an attempt to separate what I could
safely change and what was essential for the survival of both of us. It was
only one year but it was an important one.


I
had to wonder what was coming for me. I was certain that I couldn’t possibly
leave on my own. Something had to have come to take Tower away from me, just as
I was sure now that I wouldn’t abandon the boy to live in the tower alone.
Perhaps the changes were that answer. Had too much of the past changed and
Tower had simply ceased to be? I tore out the page where I had written the
thought. It didn’t make sense.


My
mind settled on those changes. I realized that I had forgotten to bring the
bottles to fill with water. That had been a good memory, one that I cherished.
I clutched the bottle of heat and light as though it was my own personal piece
of magic. I had found comfort in it. That was another memory I had denied my
young self. Had my Tower forgotten things in the same way?


They
were small changes, I reasoned. Still, I slept poorly that night. The pieces were
all around me, but they didn’t start to come together until we went down into
the tunnels. It was only then, after there was a big change, that I began to
understand.
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There was one
final warning from Tower that I had not yet remembered as we went down into the
mines. In all fairness, it was difficult to remember so much after fifteen
years. I kept Candle in my pocket as we walked through the tunnels.


Although
the first farren had never attacked, I felt relaxed in the mines for those
days. I had accepted the small changes that kept happening but was confident
that the larger events still remained the same. I knew my barriers would hold
and that we wouldn’t be attacked. Looking back, even though I was right, I
wonder if that thought was foolish.


Bryce
was nervous whenever we were in the tunnels and I let him learn from his fear.
I knew all too well how useful that paranoia would be when he was down here
alone. Still, it was not pleasant to see him jump and gasp as he thought he saw
something crawl along the edges of the light. I remembered all too well how my
eyes played tricks on me back then.


We
collected the rocks and gems for winter. We ate lunch in the mines. We dragged
the bags back to the cellar and I taught him how to grind down the stone and
extract the gems. They were long days, made longer by how miserably I was
sleeping at night. Something I was missing was bothering me and keeping me
awake. Something important.


The
final day arrived and I knew the trip would end with us breaking into the
spider’s nest. I had been careful not to dig too deeply at any one spot in the
wall. On the final day I attacked at it, knowing it was necessary to cause the
breach. When the first bag was filled I suggested we take our lunch early to minimize
the clutter when we had to deal with the spider.


“Will
we have to replace the gems on the roof soon?” Bryce asked between bites of
food.


“Probably.
We’ll need to use more when it gets colder. That’s part of why we’re mining so
much now. We’ll need the gems to last us through winter. You’ll see,” I
answered.


“Why
winter? Couldn’t we just come down here and get more months from now?”


“We
could,” I said, and then chewed my way through a piece of chicken. “This place
is more lively during the colder months. I’m not certain why. You’ve noticed
how it’s warm down here, even though there’s no sunlight? It gets even warmer
during the winter, and I think the creatures try to go up where it’s cooler.
I’m not sure why. I’ve only explored a small area down here.”


“You
went exploring here? You’re brave. I would never do that.”


I
couldn’t stop the laugh before it shot out of me. “We’ll see,” I added after I
was finished.


We
set our plates down and I resumed digging into the wall. I remembered the
collapse happened after our meal but I couldn’t remember how many hits it had
taken. I started striking with the pickaxe at slower intervals, and listening
closely to the sound it made. As the sound of the strikes changed I braced
myself for what was about to happen.


The
blast came like a bolt of lightning and I dived back away from it. Bryce stood
still as the wall fell away from us and was caught in the dust and debris that
was vomited out. I stood and watched the scene unfold, loathing that I knew he
had to take the brunt of the spider’s attack.


I
saw the cobwebs as the dust cleared and watched the boy peer curiously inside
at the nest. The giant spider looked like a shadow at first before it jumped
out at Bryce. My legs shifted as I watched them struggle, knowing that it was a
few more seconds before I intervened.


Bryce
rolled out of the way from the spider’s bite and it failed as it smashed itself
down into solid rock instead of the boy’s soft flesh. I knew that was when I
stepped in.


“Bryce!
Get away from it!” I roared, with an urgency in my voice like I had been trying
to work out what was going on the entire time.


I
stepped forward as the boy scrambled behind me. I shot a suspension spell at
the spider. It left my hand as a red beam, more radiant than usual in the
darkness of the tunnel, and was deflected by one of the spider’s legs. It
hissed at me and began backing up.


The
spider’s hind legs began to press around the hole to its nest and I shot at it
again. It swatted at the beam and continued shuffling back, protectively
covering the hole with its body. Its legs were outstretched to hold itself up
and that was its mistake.


I
slung both of my arms out together and sent two streams to still the monster.
The spider lashed its arms out but they were stretched too far. One of the
beams connected and latched onto the spider. The spell spread out over its body
and it squirmed only for a moment longer before freezing in place and falling
forward. It landed on its back and toppled over, moving as one solid object
like it was made of stone.


I
was already at the breach before the spider stopped moving. I pulled out a
clear gemstone and sealed the hole just before the smaller spiders covered it.
Seeing their mass of tiny, furry bodies would have made me shudder if I didn’t
know we had little time.


We
dragged the spider back to the cellar. I pushed it into the jail cell and then
turned, leaving Bryce with only a warning about running out of the tower if the
spider began to move. It was only then, when I ran back into the tunnel and
pulled Candle out of my pocket, that I remembered the final warning. I stopped
and looked at him in my hand.


This
was when Candle died for my Tower.


I
kept him in my hand and held him close as I ran. I couldn’t go back to the
cellar without sealing the nest but I wouldn’t let Candle die either. Did my
Tower know about this happening like I did now, or was it something new like
the farren coming from the cellar? Could I prevent it? Was I allowed to prevent
it or was that too big of a change?


I
tripped as I neared the spider’s nest and Candle launched from my hand. I
watched as he flew through the air and landed at the gemstone barrier. I looked
up from the floor into the nest and that’s when I saw it through the barrier.


The
same monster that had chased Tower out of the mines when I had been the boy.
The same kind of monster that had nearly killed me two years ago. It was much
smaller than that one had been but I knew it would still be resistant to magic.
It was covered in thick streams of the spider’s webs but it was quickly
breaking loose. It must have been in there all along. The giant spider had been
keeping it trapped while they prepared it as a meal.


The
krogoth was rolling its massive legs underneath the webs. Young as the monster
was, those legs still looked formidable. It was breaking out quickly now that
the spiders had retreated away. I didn’t have much time.


I
pressed off the floor and quickly onto my feet. The monster must have seen me
moving and that only enraged it to struggle faster. It saw me as a threat and
thrashed free from its confines and charged at me. Candle was only a few meters
from me but it was much closer to the spider’s nest. 


The
barrier would be no match for the heavy monster and it would be shattered
easily, not even slowing the krogoth as its fierce legs clawed into the stone
floor, launching itself faster with each step. It would consume Candle easily
in its charge and his core would be lost. This was how Candle died. This was
what Tower went through. To save Candle would mean I would be run down in the
monster’s charge. It was too big to change.


I
refused.


I
slammed one foot down in front of me and put all my weight on the front leg. I
had no time for gems. I snapped my arms violently in front of me, drawing all
the strength I could muster from my body as they moved.


We
moved as if we were underwater now. I needed the extra time. The monster’s head
made contact with the barrier and it crumbled like glass, shards of the magic
gemstone glittering in Candle’s light as they fell through the air.


A
small blast gathered under Candle, ready to pop and catapult him toward me.
Another blast, a larger one, was coalescing above the krogoth’s head. That one
took most of my energy. I was risking too much. I knew that I only had enough
to safely do one of those spells, not both. Time released and I unleashed an
inferno in the tunnel.


The
explosions happened all at once. Candle soared through the air and was then
punched faster by the second, larger blast. I saw the monster’s jaws, too many
rows of teeth, close around his core and then snap down on nothing, only the
empty space where Candle had been a split second before. I caught my familiar
as the tunnel ceiling collapsed onto us.


The
monster kept coming through the blast. It had been moving too fast to be caught
in the cave-in. It collided into me and kept running, propelling me down into
the tunnel along with it.


My
feet scraped along the floor as I pushed back with my body and my magic. My
energy waned against the brunt of his charge, threatening to shatter if it was
strained too hard. The monster’s face was a hair’s breadth away from gnashing
at my hands as I concentrated to hold the distance. It wasn’t enough to keep
him back and so with each pulse forward that the monster pushed with, I was pushed
back farther.


Its
milky eyes and dragon-like face were all that I could see as it pressed against
me. We were nearing the fork and I knew that my body was seconds away from
being completely drained. It was then that I reached out for the power around
me. The gems began to glow in the walls and I let myself go, drawing wildly
with no consideration or regard for my safety. I had always drawn from a gem
with physical contact out of fear that I would otherwise burn my body from
holding too much power at once. I had decided to change something and this was
the price of that choice.


The
tunnel filled with light and the rocks around us began to redden with the heat
of the energy vibrating through them. The monster swatted helplessly at the
power I was funneling into the air between us. I was a conduit for more power
than I ever thought I could possibly hold.


Kinetic
energy had always been a clear, physical force made real without contact from
my body. As more power seethed through me that changed. It was if the air was
filling with energy between us and I knew it was too much. Too much to control
and enough to burn me up if I released it at the wrong time. I could feel the
heat from it on my face. The monster in front of me felt it too and was
shrieking in pain.


I
cut off the flow of energy from the wall and held all I had drawn in front of
me for just a second. My arms and hands felt like I was bathing them in lava. I
drew one last time from my body, pulling from reserves of energy I didn’t even
know I had built over the years, to engulf the monster with that energy.


The
magic flared up as it caught the beast’s flesh and I ran. All at once the
monster finished its charge, smashed into the wall, exploded, and I ran. It
wasn’t just the entrance to the cellar that I had collapsed. The stretch of
tunnel from the fork to the tower was coming down above me. A wall of air
caught me from behind and rushed me forward through the tunnel and I landed on
my back, sliding into the cellar as the mines kept collapsing.


I
saw the boy in the cellar when the dust cleared. I was panting and coughing,
both from the exertion and polluted air. The boy was covering his mouth with
his shirt. My hand went to Candle’s core and he was still there, still with me,
still alive when he should have died. I felt like I had just done the
impossible. I looked back at the rocks spilling into the cellar and then down
at my singed hands. I felt that the price had been worth it.


The
giant spider was in a frenzy in its cell, stirred up from the explosions. I
must have lost my thread on its suspension when I focused all of the energy on
the krogoth. Bryce took a step toward it, fascinated by the huge monster. I
remembered how I felt both scared and curious at once when I had been him, and
how the spider had been so tame after Tower nearly killed it.


But
I hadn’t done that. Candle hadn’t died. I hadn’t came back in furious. I hadn’t
lashed out at the spider in blood lust. It hadn’t been tortured into obedience.
And Bryce was standing too close to it.


The
spider’s legs shot out from between the bars before I finished my thought. They
wrapped around Bryce and yanked him toward the cell. He stuck out his arms as
if to shield himself but it wasn’t enough. His right arm was locked along the
bars while his left stuck through it, between the bars, and toward the spider’s
mouth.


I
snapped my focus into place and sent too weak of a surge at the spider’s head.
I had used too much of my own energy. I stuffed my hand into my pocket and gems
scattered all over the floor as I pulled some out. I didn’t care or look to see
how many I had.


The
time it took was enough for the spider to bite. I heard something crunch and
break and Bryce screamed louder than any child I had ever heard, magnified as
the sound bounced between the tight walls of the cellar. The sound rattled
through me, chilling me from my skin right down to my heart and I raged with
the power in my hands, crushing the spider against the back of the cell and
snapping it away from Bryce.


Its
legs receded and its body crumpled. I didn’t know if I had killed it and I
didn’t care. I rushed to the boy and swept him up in my arms. His left hand was
bloodied and mangled. There was so much blood that I couldn’t tell how many
fingers he had lost and how much was just missing chunks of flesh.


I
raced up the stairs and he screamed the entire time. I swept away the food,
plates, and cups from the table and they clattered onto the floor. I laid him
out on the table and looked down at his hand. His middle finger was gone. Bits
and pieces had been torn from the surrounding part of the hand. The bone of his
knuckle was exposed.


One
large change had been made and already it had unraveled into several other
changes. As night came and I tried to heal his hand, I was unsure of just what
I had done.
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The boy continued
leaking blood onto the table and I continued staring down at it, wordlessly
berating myself. I shouldn’t have been so reckless. I should have spent more
time learning how to heal. I should have stopped thinking and tried to soothe
the boy’s pain.


The
missing finger taunted me. I had no idea how to restore bone, veins, and blood.
I had only worked flesh and skin, and poorly at that. My Tower had been a
pillar of knowledge and confidence. I’m not sure what unsettled me more in that
moment: that in reality I knew next to nothing, or that my Tower had been in
the same position all along.


I
thought back to the question I had asked him—me—so long ago. I had made one of
my first roast chickens. Could I create a live one? The bones were underneath
the roasted flesh. The flavor of it tasted correct. It might be possible but
risky, he had said. I looked down at the boy’s mangled hand. Risky.


I
gathered my focus around the wound. The pattern of ruptured flesh was familiar
to me. I could easily work that and mend over the opening. The bone was a
mystery to me, but one I felt I could solve in time. I’d need weeks and dozens
of farren bodies to get it right. Could the wound be reopened then and the bone
worked later?


Then
there were the arteries, veins, and capillaries. The shape and position of the
muscle around the bones. The joints and tendons. The ligaments and nerves.
Could I create those and bridge them to connect with those in his hand, or did
I need to extend those that already existed? The books on healing had been
thorough and I barely understood most of the pages. This was a finger that
needed to move and function. It wasn’t a chicken that I could mimic a simple
pattern and be done with it.


Bryce
had long since stopped screaming. Tears rolled down his face and he started
silently up into the tower. I worked as quickly as I could, mending the flesh
around the knuckle and filling in the missing pieces of his surrounding
fingers. 


The
stump looked unnatural and discolored next to the rest of his skin. The other
fingers looked better but deeply scarred. I wondered how bad my back looked. It
dawned on me once again how lucky I had been. My injuries were never grievous
enough that I couldn’t stumble my way through fixing them.


The
boy stayed silent as I carried him up to his room. He stared at the wall as I
covered him with furs and left him with the candle flickering in the dark. 


I
slumped down onto the floor outside his room and stared down at my left hand.
My finger was still there. Candle was still in my pocket. I had changed
something to be better for myself and my younger self had paid the price. I
squeezed my finger with my other hand as if to make sure it was real. I felt
like I didn’t deserve it.


I
fell asleep there, propped against the wall. My body seized the opportunity to
rest after the strain I had put it through in the tunnels. I had channeled too
much too quickly. It was a wonder that I had been able to carry the boy out of
the cellar and heal him before succumbing to sleep.


I
woke up in agony but I expected as much. It was nearly morning and I hobbled
down the stairs in slow, stiff motions. My muscles would be aching for days but
I couldn’t rest. I had too much to put right.


The
spider was alive in the cell and backed away at the sight of me. I shackled
it—and nearly screamed at the pain of doing so—before giving it food and water.
The gems we had already extracted had been knocked all over the room in the
tunnel collapse. I filled my pockets with them and then carried a bucket of
water up into the tower.


I
brought Bryce a plate of food and water. He stirred when I walked into the room
but didn’t turn to me. I left everything on his table and went back to the
cellar for more water. I intended to scrub our dining table clean of all the
blood before he came out of his room.


It
was days before he spoke to me. He turned to me one evening as I brought him
dinner. He looked scared. I had been so ashamed of what I had done that I
hadn’t tried to speak to him. I opened my mouth to say something but he blurted
out before me.


“I’m
sorry.”


Deja
vu struck me and I was stunned. I stood still for a moment and then set his
food down. I sat at the table and turned to him.


“What
for?”


“The
spider. I stood too close. You told me to run if it moved and I didn’t. I was
scared and,” he held up his hand and his eyes welled up behind it. “Please
don’t make me leave.”


I
felt my heart break. I leaned forward and took his hands.


“It
was my fault, not yours. You can stay here as long as you like, Bryce. You
never have to leave.”


“You’ll
stay too?” he stuttered as he continued to cry.


“Yes,”
I lied. “I will.” I wished I could mean it.


When
he stopped crying I moved the table and he ate from the edge of the bed. I
watched as he only used his right hand, leaving the left anchored in his lap.
Regardless the act of eating seemed to settle him.


I
wondered if my Tower had gone through a similar experience. He had been shocked
when I stopped him from killing the spider. He had been so sure that it needed
to die. Had he witnessed that when he was a boy? Did he let Candle die and then
find out after all that he could have saved him? His week alone in the study
suddenly made more sense.


The
future seemed more dangerous and unpredictable to me. I needed to begin
teaching the boy. I had less than a year now and I wanted to prepare him better
than I had been. As he slept that night I began my plans, remembering the best
parts of my own lessons and combining them with my own ideas. If things could
be changed then I intended to make them better.


After
finishing our breakfast the next morning, I withdrew Candle’s core and placed
it on the table. The boy straightened up in his chair at the sight of it.


“There’s
going to be some fire, Bryce. I promise that you won’t be hurt. I need you to
trust me,” I said gently.


He
turned his head and looked uncertain. He looked down at his hands and then gave
a small nod.


I
ignited Candle and tried not to frown when Bryce flinched. Candle walked slowly
around the table and then stopped near the food platter. He looked between me
and the boy, tilting his head back and forth as though he couldn’t tell who was
who.


“What
is it?” Bryce whispered.


“A
familiar,” I explained. “Wizards sometimes have them. They’re a friend or a
companion. You saw him once before but I’ve kept him away until now because of
how he looks. He won’t hurt you. He’s like me. He doesn’t have a name.”


Candle
flared up in disgust at my lie and the boy flinched again. I didn’t enjoy lying
but I didn’t want to influence the boy’s decision when it was his turn to name
his elemental. I held out my hand to the table and Candle climbed up my arm to
sit on my shoulder. It was good to have him out again.


“You’ll
have one someday too,” I said.


“Have
one what?”


“A
familiar.”


“You
said that only wizards have them,” Bryce replied slowly.


“Yes.
I did,” I said back, just as slowly.


“I
don’t understand.”


“You
will. I’m going to teach you, if you’ll let me. Would you like to learn?”


He
was quiet for a long time. I remembered that moment. I weighed the decision in
my head as if I had any idea what I was considering. I wanted to smile but I
forced myself to look plainly at him. He would say yes but I knew it was
important that it felt like his decision.


“Can
you teach me to hold fire in my hands?”


I
tilted my head as I looked at him. I didn’t remember asking that. Had fire
really been that important to me?


“So
that it can never hurt me?” he added.


“In
time. I can.”


“Then
yes, please.”


“We’ll
start tonight,” I said, and rose to my feet.


 


 


 


Things became
clearer over the months as I taught Bryce how to read, write, and set the
foundations for his magic.


At
night I would write in the study. As more time passed the more I began to
accept that I had become the Tower I once knew. I would write to trigger my
memories of learning as a boy. It was a slow process but they did come back to
me. They helped immensely when I was teaching Bryce.


I
discovered that Tower had been such a good teacher because he knew where I
would stumble. He had stumbled at those same places. The boy also stumbled at
them. I already knew which areas would need the most review and could plan
accordingly.


It
was a surreal experience. The changes in those months were minimal at first but
in time they snowballed until I could barely recognize our day to day life. I
was setting Bryce up to be a different man than I was and I couldn’t tell how
drastic the changes might be.


He
was understandably afraid of the giant spider and it took several weeks of
careful planning and kinetic shackles before he would go near it. This slowed
down our collection of spider silk and the tower was much colder in the first
few days of winter. By spring, when he could create the shackles himself, Bryce
was closer to how I had been with the spider. I was cautious when he went into
the cell alone. He was not attacked like I had been when I was a child.


Teaching
him the basics of reading and writing took longer than it had for me.
Conversely, he grasped magic faster than I did and could focus himself weeks
earlier than I had managed. Transforming gems into food came easier to him even
as he struggled to read more complicated words.


Most
curious of all was how he reacted to fire. Although he was still too afraid to
handle it himself, he was less terrified of it than I had been. I had to wonder
if it was Candle’s presence that caused that change, or if it was because of
the spider’s attack. Perhaps the constant reminder of that pressing fear caused
the other to dwindle.


The
thunderstorms that came with spring gave ample opportunity for practice. Like
most magic, the boy took to keeping his focus steady even in a heavy rain
better than I had fared. I pushed him harder in those sessions, driving him to
excel. I hoped he would be a better wizard than I because of it.


When
I opened the study to Bryce, and he began reading on his own, I began to copy
the books on healing magic. It was the biggest change in my lessons: I planned
to leave him with the potential to heal his finger. I copied the books with my
own notes, in a way that I knew he would understand, and left them on the
bookshelves.


I
would often look down at my left hand and stare at the finger that should be
missing. The boy did it too when he thought I wasn’t looking, though he would
poke and prod at the stump that was left. Of all the changes that I had
inflicted on him, that was the one that bothered me the most.


Spring
turned to summer and in my last months I began showing Bryce how to heal
directly. The tunnels were closed and I refused to torture the spider. I took
it upon myself to be the test subject.


“Why
can’t we practice on the chicken we make? That’s flesh too,” the boy said.


“It’s
not the same. We get a lot wrong when we make the food. Imagine carving an
apple shape out of wood. All you have is a knife. It wouldn’t be too hard. Now
imagine chopping that apple into thousands of small pieces and putting it back
together again. Much harder. You might even get a piece wrong and not even know
it.”


I
was holding a piece of stone in my right hand. I had grinded it down to a fine
point. It was our first lesson on healing and he wasn’t pleased that I was
about to slice open my finger. I was having second thoughts too, but one glance
at the boy’s mangled hand was all I needed to persevere.


The
cuts were shallow at first, small enough that his early mistakes could be
corrected. I showed him the pattern and he struggled to be precise where he
manipulated it. I would often be left with uneven skin and small bumps in my
finger. I would cut them out and let him try again.


The
pain was at its worst when he caused a rampant growth from the energy in my
hand. I had been older and more experienced when I had taught myself, and had
weeks of practice on the farren. The boy would burn through the energy in the
surrounding muscles and leave me with bulging masses on my fingertip.


He
finally mastered restoring the simple flesh and skin when summer was near its
end. I knew I couldn’t delay the inevitable for any longer. I dreaded each
night that I put off announcing that he was ready to create his own familiar.
We had found the sollite core months before and it was a constant reminder of
my last day.


I
didn’t want to leave the boy. In an odd way I felt more like an older brother
than the same person. I was protective of the child and didn’t want to leave
him alone. His safety wasn’t guaranteed: his missing finger was proof of that.
Had I taught him enough? Had I fulfilled my role sufficiently?


In
those final days I considered forcing another change and not teaching him the familiar
spell. In the end it was Candle that convinced me otherwise. He had been my
companion all those years alone and I don’t think I would have survived without
him. It was too big of a risk to think that the familiar spell was linked to
Tower’s disappearance. Perhaps I would put it off and still be taken away,
leaving the boy without a familiar to fill my place.


“You’ll
keep learning how to heal like this,” I said to him the first time he mended my
finger.


“I
will,” he said.


“You’ll
be able to heal your hand one day, just you watch.”


“You’ll
still help me though, right?”


“Of
course,” I lied. I turned my head from him and rubbed at the new skin. After
all the cutting I had done, I could hardly feel anything there at all. 


 


 











Chapter
Twenty-Three


 


 


The day arrived
and I met Bryce in his room. I left Candle in the study. I had spent the
afternoon staring at the massive gem in the corner. I knew that it vanished
with me but it was still there. I was ready to fight whatever came for me but I
needed to give the boy his final lesson first.


At
the time my memory of that conversation was flawed. The events that surrounded
it were too potent: meeting Candle and losing Tower. I remembered vaguely that
I would give the directions on the spell and the warning about using fire that
came from his own self. My eyes paused on the candle flame for a brief moment
at that.


“I
want a fire elemental like you,” the boy said after I asked him what kind of
familiar he’d like.


“Is
that because I taught you magic? Fire elementals are not easy to keep,” I said.


“No.
It’s because of the dragon. I don’t want to be afraid of fire. You have a
friend made of fire. I’d like one too,” he said.


“That,”
I said, as a chill ran down my back, “is a very good reason.”


I
felt like I was on the precipice of something. I had expected to be ambushed in
the study, not when talking to the boy. Something was coming and I couldn’t
remember it. Something important.


“We’ve
never spoken about the dragon,” I was compelled to say the words. “Do you ever
plan to go back to your village? To see if someone else survived?”


He
answered too quickly. There was no thought or reason to his answer. It was an
emotional response, something that he knew down to the core of his being.


“One
day I will kill the dragon.”


I
felt as though I had been struck by what he said. It took effort not to shake
as I stood there in front of him. I remembered how much I meant those words. In
that moment, as a boy, I truly believed that I would grow strong enough and one
day leave for my revenge.


In
that moment it all made sense. I should have been relieved but I wasn’t. I knew
why Tower left that day because I suddenly knew that I was leaving too. He left
to kill the dragon, stirred up by my words rekindling the rage that had been
forged when my village burned. The tower had given me a gift. I had been a
helpless boy when my home had been destroyed and now, only a year later, I was
strong and powerful.


“Your
familiar,” I said.


“What
do I do?”


I
reached over to the sollite core on the table. It was identical to Candle’s. I
had been certain I would have to be dragged out of the tower to leave the boy
alone. Candle would look after him, just as he always had for me.


“This
will act as the core for the elemental. You’ve had it so long that you probably
already have a connection to it. It’s why I wanted you to keep it here. You’ll
sit and focus on the sollite until you’re aware of that connection. You’ll need
to smother it with flames until it catches fire,” my eyes flickered to the
candle on the table.


“Should
I do it now?”


“Yes.
It will take a few hours. Don’t rush,” I needed the time to get ready. “It’s
important the fire comes from you, Bryce. That’s part of making sure the
familiar will be connected with you.”


He
nodded at me and I smiled.


“Good
boy,” I said. “I’ll leave you to it.”


I
hesitated at the door. It didn’t feel right to leave it at that. I turned back
to him.


“Bryce,”
I said. He turned to me and I thought back to how I analyzed every part of this
conversation for any clue to where he had gone. How much would a goodbye, even
a veiled one, change things? I couldn’t do it.


“Ah.
Nothing, never mind. I’ll see you in the morning.’


He
grinned at me. I closed the door behind me and walked slowly down the stairs. I
had only a few hours if he got through the procedure faster than I had. 


In
the cellar, I gave the spider food and water for the last time. I took one of
the larger bags and a small pouch. I tried not to think of the impossible task
before me as I climbed back up the stairs. Were there any books on dragons in
my collection?


I
filled the small bag with gems when I reached the tower’s main chamber. There
were only a few dozen in the bag but I didn’t dare to take any more. I had to
leave the boy with enough to survive. In the study I filled the large sack with
loose papers and my writing book. I frowned at the quill that was magically
linked to it and remembered that it wouldn’t work outside the tower. I’d have
to find some ink in the outside world.


The
realization that I was actually leaving didn’t sink in until then. I slumped
down on my bed to steady myself and looked around the walls of my room. The
tower had been my home for longer than my village. I would have to be careful
in the wild, from both animals, monsters, and people. I’d have to talk to
people. It had been sixteen years since I had seen another person.


That
was assuming the dragon didn’t kill me. I thought of my struggle with the
krogoth in the underground. The dragon was easily twice the size of that, maybe
bigger if my memory hadn’t exaggerated it. The krogoth had been resistant to
magic. Would the dragon be also? Were they distant relatives like the farren
and the trolls?


I
had read through every book and had found no trace of dragons. There had been
an entry on them in the beastiary but I had skipped over it, too afraid when I
first saw it as a boy. The drawing of it alone was enough to stir up my
nightmares. I placed the book down at my desk and brought Candle out as I
turned through the pages. He needed to hear what we were up against too.


The
picture was as I remembered it. This dragon was red whereas mine was brown.
There was fire all around the page, spewing forth from the dragon’s mouth.
Whoever had drawn the picture had dedicated more space to the flames than the
actual dragon. No wonder I had been so frightened of it as a boy.


“The
Dragon,” I began.


“A
complex topic about a complicated species. Much of the information on dragons
is either warped as stories pass from person to person, or outright
fabrication. An example can be seen in this very book. The depiction of the
dragon here is shown to be breathing fire, whereas we know that is not the
case. Dragons are capable of manipulating magic, just like humans. Their use of
fire is no different in technique than our own.”


I
paused there and closed my eyes. I thought back to the dragon above my town.
Its wings were beating down on us. The fire started there, on its wings, and
spread out over its body. I remembered seeing it the same way when Tower first
channeled it in front of me. It was the same when I drew the fire from a
crystal into my other hand.


The
krogoth had been resistant to magic, not capable of using it. The dragon’s
capabilities were surely the more daunting of the two. I pressed on and
continued reading.


“Much
of the false information on dragons comes from two factors: their rarity, and
the large amount of possible differences between each individual dragon. They
are fiercely territorial and, as such, most do not live long enough to reach
maturity. A newly hatched dragon may already be the size of an adult human, but
they have the capability to grow far larger than that. The exact limit on a
dragon’s size is unknown; however, the largest reported have been from sea
vessels that were attacked far from land. Those that survive claim the dragons
are twice the size of the ships that they destroyed.


“They
are intelligent creatures, able to match the problem solving capability of a
human at the least. Some stories claim they can reproduce human speech through
magical means, but this is either a rare trait or another fabrication. The
dragon’s intelligence seems to be a weakness as well as a strength. Dragons
rarely mate as they are suspicious of each other and clash frequently.


“In
the early days of dragon hunts, feuds between the creatures were exploited to
destroy their eggs and young while they were fighting. Adult dragons were too
powerful to be defeated directly and their population was culled by
infanticide. As humans grew more adept at manipulating magic, groups were able
to bring down mature dragons. It is thought that the species is near extinction
at this time, endangered to the point that they avoid humans and keep their
presence hidden.”


I
frowned at the book and then looked around the walls of the study. Once again I
found myself wondering how long the tower had stood. The books and structure
were maintained by the focal point of magic it had been built upon. I had seen
that much for myself to confirm what Tower had said to me. How old was the
information in this book?


Was
the dragon that attacked my village an exception to the rule? I suddenly wished
I had paid more attention to the news brought in by travelers to the village.
Had the dragons come back? Or was this book thousands of years old and out of
date?


I
left my desk and began pacing down the bookcases on the study wall. There were
more books there that I had added than the original, leather bound tomes. Many
by my hand were merely copies, but a fair amount were filled with new
information. I had only personally added a few and yet there were many shelves
filled with my handwriting.


For
the past few months I had been teaching my younger self how to use magic, just
as my older self had taught me. How many generations did it span backwards? The
books filled up the shelves with more information with each cycle, just as the
next Bryce knew a little more about magic. Each time the cycle looped it was
with a better, more accomplished wizard and a better, more adept teacher. How
many times had I lived through this? Hundreds?


I
thought of what a horror of a time the first boy must have had. Alone in the
tower. Too afraid to leave because of the dragon. Starving even though the
tower was keeping him alive, as it had kept me alive when I had nearly killed
myself with exhaustion. How long had he struggled to teach himself to read from
the meager scraps of knowledge he knew? Had those first few gone mad when they
were cycled back to the beginning? I thought of the words etched into the wall
of the windowed room. “I’m so hungry.” I shuddered.


I
stopped suddenly as the thought came to me. My Tower was dead. I knew it as
clearly as I knew that I was leaving the tower. The dragon had killed him. If
he had lived he would have came back to explain things to me, just as I had now
decided I would not risk the boy to that madness. Eventually the cycle would
produce a wizard accomplished enough to kill the dragon. It was an inevitable
thing, but it had not been my Tower. Was it me? Would I be the first?


I
went into my bedroom and collected spare sets of clothing to put in the sack. I
tried to remember what I had found as a boy. What had been missing from what I
saw now. I opened the drawer containing the sollite objects for the first time
in a year and stared at them. Tower had taken them when he left.


The
first time I had seen sollite it had been with Tower. He had fused a gem within
it and stored the energy inside it. I held up the dagger in one hand and the
harness in my other. I gently centered my focus and found that they were empty.
No magical power in either of them. I still held them as I walked back into the
study. Had he used these to store the energy instead of keeping a pouch of
gems?


Candle
flared up at the sight of the sollite. His acorn core was still within his
form, powering his body like it had for years. There was an immense capacity
for energy in Candle’s core. The harness had a smaller amount of sollite
amongst the straps but the dagger was larger than the acorn. I don’t think I
had enough gems to come close to filling it.


I
smiled when I saw it. The last mystery that was solved before I left the tower.
The massive gem I had made in the corner. I almost laughed as I walked over to
it. Such a simple solution that I should have known when I first saw the
objects.


The
harness went first. I pressed it against the gem and I felt a wave of power
wash over my focus. It was like my magical sense had been blinded and I
couldn’t gather myself around anything for a few minutes. The gem was visibly
smaller now, but not by much. Only a fifth of the magic was within the harness.


The
dagger went next and the movement of the energy was strong enough that I felt a
hot blast hit my body. The gem was gone. The dagger was gleaming as the energy
settled within it. It was no bigger than it was before, but the delicate
appearance it had once had was gone. Parts of it still showed hints of the rich
brown that it had been, but most of it now resembled shining steel. When the
light caught the surface of it a spectrum of colors would be in the reflection.


When
my focus recovered the dagger still felt like it was pulsating with magic. It
looked stable to my eyes but it felt alive to my magic sense. I took off my
shirt and put the harness on. It was surprisingly warm against my skin and I
could feel the connection to the energy when I concentrated on it. The dagger
could be knocked free of my hand but the harness would remain, a stash of
energy for emergencies.


At
the bottom of the harness was a sheath for the dagger. They were a pair, I
guessed. When the dagger was placed in it, and my shirt was back on, the weapon
was hidden under my clothes. It was awkward at first, pressing against my back,
but I tried to ignore it as I picked up my sack of supplies and carried it over
my shoulder. Candle jumped up on the other side of my head and we left the
study together.


The
light coming through the windows was fading as I walked down the stairs. I
stopped briefly at the door to the boy’s room. By now he might have been
agonizing over whether or not to use the candle flame for his familiar. I had
to wonder if he might succeed at it where I had failed. I could already see the
potential in him to be better than I was. I hoped Tower had seen the same in
me.


The
enchanted water was sparkling through its channel in the walls as I looked back
up at my home. It had kept me safe for sixteen years. I wondered how many more
years it had been there for my older counterparts.


I
walked through the small hallway to the front door. When I reached to open it I
felt the hilt of the dagger press against my skin. There was more than a
decade’s worth of energy stored within it now. More gems than I could remember
had been placed into that collection in the study. As the door opened and I
stepped outside, it had not yet crossed my mind that for Tower it had not been
enough to save him.


 











Chapter
Twenty-Four


 


 


It was deep into
the evening when I had walked far enough to no longer feel the magic of the
tower. I was confident that I could find my way back by wandering through the
woods but I still stopped when I was no longer aware of its presence. I reached
out and found that I could seek out the tower’s magic if I tried hard enough.
It was like squinting in the distance or stretching up to get something from a
tall shelf.


I
took Candle from my shoulder and put him in my pocket now that the sun had
fully set. His fire made an easy target out of both of us and I had no idea
what lurked amongst the trees. Wizard or not, I would be at a disadvantage in
an ambush. At least the dragon was too big to sneak up on me. I wanted to laugh
at that but I couldn’t.


My
plan was to walk back to my village and meet any of the survivors. If there
were none, I assumed that a year had been long enough for new people to settle
in. Some of the poorer folk from nearby towns could take advantage of the empty
homes and farms, even charred and ruined as they were.


From
the villagers I would learn if the dragon had attacked elsewhere. My home may
have been the first in a string of attacks, or part of a longer chain that I
had been too young to hear about. The information in the beastiary seemed to
imply that a dragon would stay and dominate a specific territory for a while.
Perhaps a year wasn’t long enough for it to move on and it would be relatively
close.


An
hour passed before I reached the edge of the trees. I marveled at how far I ran
when I was boy and then remembered how frightened I had been. I stepped out
into the clearing and saw that I had veered too far south while walking from
the tower. There was a stretch of fields and farmland between where I stood and
the village. Another hour of walking at least.


It
was a cloudless night but I still should not have been able to make out the
village in the dark. I felt a lurch in my chest when I saw the fire in the
distance, as if the buildings were still burning a year later. I calmed myself
and reasoned that the new inhabitants had a purpose for the fire. Still, it was
unsettling to see the pillars of smoke on the horizon. I had ran away from them
as a boy and now I marched in their direction.


The
river was on the other side of the village. I decided to cut through the
farmland to the road that ran from the south. There was a point where it ran
closely to the river and I could stop there before following the road. I didn’t
want it to look like I was sneaking my way to the walls through the fields.


I
thought of what state my home would be in as I walked toward the road. I
wondered if I could use my magic to help with rebuilding before moving on to
the dragon. Most of the houses had been severely damaged in the fire. The
tavern’s roof had been destroyed but some of the walls were still standing when
I last saw it. I tried not to think of my old house and its exposed, burning
frame.


The
farms I walked through now should have been full of crops. The earth had healed
and no longer showed signs of the dragon’s fire but that was all that had
recovered. The homes I passed had collapsed and crumbled after being left to
burn. This time last year I would have been chased out by the farmers, angry
that a boy might be trying to steal some of their food. Now the fields were
abandoned and empty and wrong.


The
people who had reclaimed the village were obviously not numerous enough to
populate the surrounding farms. As I stepped onto the road I was a little
closer to the village walls. In the dark, with the smoke rising above it, it
looked like a dried out husk on the landscape. I hoped it did not look so dead
on the inside. 


“Careful
now,” someone said and I whipped around on the road.


My
eyes had been transfixed on the village walls. I had not checked the road or
the river. The person was standing near a campfire between the two, a few
meters from the road and closer to the water. There was a horse tied to the
closest tree in the camp. It didn’t seem to care that I was nearby.


“Easy,”
the person spoke again. It was a woman’s voice. The fire behind her was a small
one and she had a hood over her head. I couldn’t see her face in the dark. Her
clothes were dark, brown or black I couldn’t tell without a better light, and
she had a hand at her waist. She was ready to grab the hilt of a sword there if
she needed it. She hadn’t drawn it yet and I wasn’t going to give her a reason.


“I’m
just walking by,” I said. “I wouldn’t have came so close if I had seen you
here.”


“Which
way?” she asked without taking her hand from her belt.


“Which
way what?”


“Are
you going? Which way are you going?” she repeated.


“North,”
I said and pointed over my shoulder without turning my head.


“Are
you here for the bounty?”


“There’s
a bounty on the dragon?”


“Dragon?”
there was a crack of amusement in her voice and I saw her shoulders relax. She
took her hand from her side and I felt the tension drain away as she laughed. I
felt like I had said something stupid but I still kept a loose connection to
the harness under my shirt. I wasn’t fully relaxed just yet.


“No,
not the dragon,” she said as she stepped back away from me. She must have
decided I wasn’t going to attack her or that I wasn’t a threat even if I did. I
didn’t know how to feel about that. “A dragon hasn’t been killed in a thousand
years. The bounty is for the trolls up there,” she motioned her head in the
direction I had pointed.


“Trolls,”
I said. Stronger and more agile than their farren brethren and usually twice
the size of a human. Intelligent enough to live and hunt in groups and use
primitive tools. They could regenerate just like the farren but they could
still see, albeit poorly. I strained to think of more I had read in the
beastiary. Were they resistant to magic? I didn’t think so.


“Yes,”
she said as she stepped toward the campfire. She pulled down her hood as she
turned from me. Her hair stopped at her shoulders and was as dark as her
clothes. In the firelight they looked to be made of a coarse leather, far too
heavy to wear in the summer heat. She must have been wearing it for protection.


“This
village,” she continued, speaking down to the fire, “was destroyed about a year
ago. There were a few survivors. They began rebuilding but the trolls came in a
few months ago. Not enough people were here to fend them off. They killed the
survivors and have stayed here since. If you’re heading north you’ll have to go
around. I’d cross the river too, just to be safe.”


“And
the bounty?” I growled. My teeth were set firmly against each other. I had just
found out about the survivors and how they had died in the same breath.


“Posted
to clear the road for the traders that pass through here. You’re not here for
it? I thought I was the first to see it.”


“No,
but I’d like to help. I had,” I hesitated for a moment. Giving too much
information might lead to questions that I couldn’t answer without sounding
crazy. “I had friends that lived here. I only recently heard about the dragon
attack. Not the trolls, though.”


“And
you came to fight the dragon?” she smiled at me as she said the words, a smile
that made it plain that it wasn’t a serious question. “You can help if you can
fight. Can you?”


I
nodded and tried to think how much I should explain. She stepped toward me, her
back to the fire, and looked me over. She circled me once and I stood there,
tense as she did so. I wondered if she thought that I was odd or acted strange.
My isolated life may have taught me many things, but talking with people wasn’t
one of them.


“You
have the arms of a swordsman but no sword. The dagger under your shirt won’t
help you against a troll. You’re obviously not a farmer but not a soldier
either. A miner or a smith, I’d guess. You can’t fight,” she spoke firmly, but
not harshly. Still, I took it as an insult.


“Magic,”
I muttered, and then continued louder. “I can use magic.”


“Magic!”
she said and her eyes widened. “You’re far too young to be a wizard. Don’t
lie.”


I
looked closely at her in the dim firelight, suddenly wondering how old this
woman was to label me as too young to do anything. There didn’t seem to be any
signs of aging on her face or gray in her hair. I felt foolish as I tried to
judge her appearance when she was the first person I had seen in sixteen years.


“I’m
not a liar,” I said simply.


“And
what is your name, young wizard?”


“Tower,”
I said and was surprised that it wasn’t ‘Bryce’ that came out of my mouth.


“That’s
a funny name,” she said and another smile spread over her face. “Oh, sorry,
that was rude of me,” she added as the smile grew into a grin. I couldn’t tell
if it meant she was very sorry or not sorry at all.


“And
you?” I asked.


“Kate,”
she replied, still grinning. “Show me some magic then. If you really are a
wizard you can help.”


She
took one step back from me and stared at me, certain that I was about to make a
fool of myself and already amused by it. I had a moment of doubt as I stood
there, on the edge of her campfire’s light. I had nothing to prove to this
woman and I felt confident that I could handle the trolls alone if they were
anything like their farren cousins.


Yet
I found myself mentally flipping through my list of spells for something
flashy, something to wipe the grin from her face. I remembered something Tower
had shown me when I had been a boy, a display of power that seemed so
impossible. 


I
held out my hand and focused a burst of energy there, drawing it from the
harness around my torso. The flames appeared on my forearm and swirled down to
collect above my palm. I saw Kate’s eyes narrow at my hand in the second before
I unleashed the energy and then it was gone, lost behind the column of fire
that spiked into the air between us.


“Enough!
The trolls will see!” she hissed at me and I snapped my hand closed. Her mouth
was a straight line as she looked at me now, as if she couldn’t believe what
she was seeing. “What are you?”


“A
wizard, like I said.”


“No,
I’ve met other wizards,” she said and took another step back from me. “You can
help, but you stay behind me. The bounty isn’t important. I’ll split it with
you but the trolls are mine after we kill them. Deal?”


“Trolls
are yours after?” I started to ask and then stopped. It wasn’t important.
“Deal.”


Her
eyes lingered on me for a moment as though she was looking at a puzzle that she
couldn’t solve. I wondered if she was deciding whether or not to attack me. I
kept myself tethered to the energy stored in the harness until she backed away
again. The old wizard of my village had been a liked man even though he had
been a recluse. Were wizards regarded differently in other parts of the world
for her to react in such a way?


Kate
walked around the campfire now. She added a knife to her belt to accompany her
sword and then went next to her horse. There were saddle bags near the animal
that I hadn’t noticed before. She carefully searched through them and I heard
the clinking of glass as she shifted things around. 


I
moved next to the fire and tried to peer over her shoulder at what she was
doing. There were more bottles than I thought could possibly fit in the bags
she had. They were various sizes. The larger ones looked empty while the
smaller ones were filled with all sorts of fluid. Some looked like blood but
were too viscous. Others looked like water but were dark, rich colors.


“You’re
an alchemist,” I said and remembered the equipment in the tower’s study that I
had never touched.


“And
you’re a wizard,” she repeated plainly without turning to me.


“Why
are you here for trolls?”


She
ignored me. She pulled out a bottle from the bag and stood up. The contents of
it were as clear as water but with hundreds of black bubbles floating within
it. They looked strange, too perfectly spherical to be natural. She held the
bottle to the campfire and the bubbles shrunk to tiny specks in the light. I
suddenly wished I had experimented with the apparatus in the study.


“Do
you know a spell to see in the dark?” she asked.


“No,”
I said. All those years in the underground and I had never thought to try that.


“Take
some of this then,” she said as she opened the bottle and held it toward me.


The
bubbles were inflating now that I was blocking the firelight. I scrunched up my
nose into a grimace as I looked down at it. I wasn’t about to drink something
the first stranger I met offered me. Plus it didn’t look like it would taste
pleasant.


“No
thanks. You can drink it,” I said.


She
rolled her eyes. 


“It
won’t hurt you. And I never said to drink it,” she leaned her head in close to
me. 


I
kept my eyes on her face, not wanting to blink in case she was going to strike
me. Which was exactly what she wanted me to do. She abruptly raised the bottle
and then stopped it, splashing some of the liquid up into my eyes. I shot my
hands up and started wiping the liquid away. It didn’t burn or hurt but the
shock of it was enough to send me into a panic.


“Oh
stop it, open your eyes and let it settle.”


I
gathered my focus and readied myself to make a crater out of the camp site if I
was blind. I opened my eyes and immediately lost my grasp on the magic,
awestruck at how the night had been transformed. Every star in the cloudless
sky looked thrice as bright. The light of the moon was too much to look at
directly, but the water of the river caught its gleam as it illuminated the
countryside. I could see as though it was a sunny day, and it was the colors of
the world that were washed out and darkened, rather than a light that gave
everything a pale glow.


“See?”
she said as she delicately tilted a drop of the fluid into each of her eyes. I
watched as her pupils expanded and pushed her irises until I could no longer
see the green of them. I assumed that my eyes must have been in a similar
state, except I had wet cheeks and eyebrows to go along with them.


She
put the bottle back into the bag and brought out another. This one contained a
pale blue liquid, but I wasn’t sure if I could trust the color that my eyes
were seeing. She removed the stopper from the bottle and drank half of the
contents. I saw her shudder after she was finished but she made no sound that
she may have been in pain.


She
closed the bag and checked that her horse was securely fastened to the tree
before she motioned that she was ready. She pulled her hood up over her head
and once again looked the way she had when I first stumbled out onto the road.
Her face was covered in shadows but her eyes still somehow caught the light
like glass.


“Let’s
kill us some trolls,” she said and we set off to the ruins of my village.











Chapter
Twenty-Five


 


 


I couldn’t help
but be amazed at how clearly I could see in the night as we walked along the
road. Perhaps it was a way of keeping my mind off of what we were walking
toward. As a boy I would have been terrified of monsters and trolls. Now they
were the least of my worries. Seeing the wrecked buildings and occupied corpse
of my village was what I was dreaded.


Instead
I focused on how Kate’s concoction worked. Was it a kind of magic? I wondered
if it would have let me see in the underground and concluded that it likely
would not. My eyes seemed to be more sensitive to the low light that was around
us now rather than piercing through the darkness. There was no light to begin
to exploit in the underground, save the areas of lava.


We
stopped when we were a few minutes from the village wall. The wooden gate that
used to block the road was a ravaged thing now, burned in the dragon’s fire and
hung in tattered scraps on crumbling hinges. I could already see some of the
broken houses through the gateway. The smoke was coming from deeper into the
village.


“Tower,”
Kate said firmly.


“What?”
I turned to her.


“I
asked if you know any magic to move quietly. Something to absorb your sound,”
she was regarding me strangely again as she spoke.


“No,”
I said softly.


“That’s
fine. Try to follow me as closely as you can. I’ve been in here a few times
already to see how many are here. I’ve seen five. At most there might be two
more on top of that. Trolls can’t see very well in the dark so we already have
an advantage. They aren’t the most cautious creatures either. We’re going to
follow the wall around once and then start with whichever one is farthest out
from the others.”


I
nodded along as she whispered to me. I made to move toward the wall and she
grabbed my shoulder.


“Don’t
burn them too much,” she hissed at me. “If you have to use fire aim it at their
heads.”


She
started walking without answering and I followed behind her. We slipped in
through the gate and pressed up against the wall. We stood there for a few
minutes as Kate waited to see if she could hear any movement nearby. The
crackling of the fire was audible now but I still couldn’t see it. The building
in front of us had collapsed entirely into a dense wreck that blocked our
sight.


Kate
seemed satisfied enough to start moving again after a few moments. She turned
and, instead of moving along the wall, started to climb it. She had meant that
we would follow the top of the wall. I was suddenly grateful for all the
climbing I had done as a boy. I was stronger now and easily kept up with her.


On
top of the wall she moved in a crouched position, far faster than I could move
in the same way. Her footsteps were silent despite how quick they were and I
bitterly reasoned that I could have moved faster if I crawled rather than
matching her crouch. Still, she waited for me every few paces as she stared
down into the village below. I wondered if she really was scanning that often
for trolls or if she was being kind to me.


When
she reached the southeast corner of the wall she held up a hand to me and I
halted in place. She pointed down over the wall and I leaned out over the edge
to see the troll below her. It was sprawled out with its back into the corner
of the wall. Without whatever it was that Kate put into my eyes I would have
seen only a deep shadow. Now I could see clearly that its eyes were closed and
its chest was rising and falling slowly. It was asleep.


She
pulled her hood and looked down the length of the eastern wall. There were no
other trolls there or any others that we had seen so far. She turned to me and
made some movements with her hands in my direction that completely baffled me.
I shrugged and shook my head and she puffed her cheeks out at me. She waved me
back and jabbed a finger down through the air. She then mimed slitting her own
throat with the same finger. That was simple enough for me to understand and I
nodded at her.


She
moved several meters along the wall before climbing down. I watched as she drew
her sword at the bottom of the wall, not risking the noise of it when she was
near the troll. She did a final check in between the ruined buildings to make
sure the troll was isolated and then moved toward it.


The
troll never woke up. Kate moved faster on the ground than she did on the wall
and made no noise that I could hear. Her sword was small enough for one hand
but she held it in two as she brought it down on the troll’s neck. The blade
cut cleanly through its flesh and spine and the monster didn’t have a chance to
cry or scream. There was a faint gurgling sound of blood flowing from the
exposed neck as Kate climbed back up onto the wall.


There
was blood on her boots and I was surprised to see that it wasn’t a uniform
color. It was a mess of red and green like the colors never mixed together. She
looked down at them and shook her head.


“Such
a waste,” she muttered.


“We
can clean them,” I whispered back.


“That’s
not what I meant.”


We
continued around the wall and saw two more trolls sleeping amidst the ruined
buildings. One of them had made a clearing in the bottom of a house and slept
in a circle of rubble. On the north wall we finally got a clear view of the
village center and the fire that was burning there. There was a massive bonfire
where the marketplace had once stood. There were two trolls sleeping around it.


“There’s
one more,” Kate whispered. “There was another one I saw last night, too big to
miss. It must be in the large building next to the fire.”


“That
was the tavern,” I said.


The
stone walls of it were still standing but the tavern roof had not been added
back. Seeing it again, at almost the same vantage point that I had the last
time I was here, hit me harder than I expected. I started to recall things I
had done as a boy.


The
blacksmith’s house was opposite the tavern. I had spent many afternoons
watching the work being done there, fascinated by the transformation of ingots
into tools and, rarely, weapons. The hiss of steaming water as hot iron was
submerged into it always made me grin. The memory of the heat made me think of
Candle and I instinctively felt for him in my pocket. His core was safely with
me.


The
tavern owner had always been kind to me and I sometimes did little jobs for him
for small bits of food between meals. I remembered how my father would
sometimes sneak me a sip of his drink on the rare times I was allowed to go
with him, usually as a detour when my mother had given him too much time to
complete an errand.


I
remembered sneaking around the marketplace. It was barely recognizable now. I
used to steal pieces of fruit from the farmer’s stalls and I wondered now if
they had turned a blind eye to it. Sneaking around now, making twice as much
noise as Kate, I was certain that they had.


She
started moving again and I followed her to the east wall. We climbed down near
where I had fallen from the wall after the dragon attacked. I looked at the
ground and remembered the corpses that had softened my landing. They were gone
now. Buried by the survivors, I suspected, although I hadn’t seen the graves
yet. Part of me hoped that they had been buried separately. Another part hoped
it had been a mass grave. That way I would at least know I was paying my
respects to my family in the right place


We
crept between the houses, never risking the noise of stepping through the
broken interiors. The troll we were moving toward was one of the smaller ones.
I wondered if the stronger ones bullied it away from the fire and whatever food
they had there. It was sleeping in the middle of a street adjacent to the
marketplace.


When
we neared the troll, Kate signaled me to stop and moved forward without me. I
was closer to the creature this time and was able to see the resemblance to the
farren. Its facial structure was the same, as was the proportions of its body.
Its skin was more green than the farren’s, although it wasn’t far off the pale
gray that I was used to.


She
drew both her sword and knife this time. She held the sword in her right hand, above
her head, poised to drive it downward into the troll’s torso. The knife she
held close to the troll’s neck, keeping the blade vertical and ready to swipe.
I envied her ability to move so precisely without being heard.


A
moment passed where she seemed to collect herself. I saw her hand tighten
around the hilt of her sword and then she struck faster than anyone I had ever
seen. The sword went first, plunging through troll’s chest and skewering into
the ground. Its eyes snapped open but Kate’s knife was already tearing open the
troll’s throat, piercing its windpipe and muffling the scream of pain to low a
gurgle.


She
took one step back and kept turning her head in the darkness. She barely
noticed the dying troll in front of her, too busy looking to see if the noise
had woken any of the others up. The sword was left in the creature’s chest as
she looked, trapping it as it writhed out its final moments. Blood pooled
around the blade and then dribbled thickly down its skin.


Nothing
came for us. Kate stood up, held the troll’s corpse down with her foot, and
pulled the sword out. I moved closer to the body and saw the wound she had left
in it. It was too low to have punctured the heart. I wondered why she aimed for
that area or if she had made a mistake. I turned to her and found her frowning
at the blood coating a third of her blade. She didn’t sheathe it.


“One
more for me,” she whispered. “The one that was sleeping in the ruins. After
that the ones next to the fire are yours.”


We
moved once again through the village and toward our first mistake. I should
have offered to kill the next troll when we reached the piles of rubble around
it. Kate stepped forward gingerly and was too far away for a whisper when I saw
the danger. She hesitated as she stepped onto the mess of wood and stone. She
must have seen the problem too but decided to risk it.


To
her credit, she came close. She was one step away from striking distance when
something cracked under her boot. In the day it would have been a small sound,
but next to a sleeping monster it sounded like thunder. The troll woke up.


Kate
stabbed at it as it sat up. The knife was going for its throat but instead sunk
into its head and was lodged firmly into it. The troll roared and slashed
wildly in her direction. She let go of the knife and leaped from the monster’s
claws. She landed at the edge of the rubble and already the troll had turned
onto its stomach and dived at her.


I
connected to power in the harness as the monster soared through the air. The
knife was still protruding out of its skull. Kate was already rolling out of
the way as my focus gathered around the troll. It was about to hit the ground
when the energy was linked with the focus and I caught it. There was no
resistance. The troll hung in the air as easily as I could have held up a rock.


The
power in the harness was incredible. I felt it flowing through me and I
tightened it around the troll. The force of it surprised me and the monster. It
thrashed in the air as if it was held up by chains that it could break but just
not see. For all of its larger size the troll was no better than a farren
against magic.


Kate
was gawking at me, staring at me like I was more of a monster than the troll.
The two of us seemed frozen for a moment before we both took action. She charged
at me instead of the troll and I frantically tried to concentrate the energy on
the troll’s body so I could shift it to her if necessary. Why was she running
at me?


I
drew more magic around the troll and it was like holding up a rag doll. The
fire came so easily, spreading down both of my arms and blasting from my hands.
I centered all of it around the troll’s head, a swirling inferno that boiled
away its eyes and roasted its brain. When I released my hold on the creature it
fell to the ground in a heap. I turned, prepared to set the same fire on Kate
if she was really charging at me. She rushed passed me instead, thrusting her
sword at something behind me. 


I
whipped around and watched as she pushed the blade all the way through another
troll’s side, sliding it between its ribs. It had snuck up on me while I was
lost in the strength of the magic from the harness. The monster turned its
claws onto her now instead of me and she ducked away from the attack, leaving
the sword instead of wasting time pulling it out. 


It
looked like she danced as she moved, hopping just out of the troll’s range and
waiting for the right opening. She lunged when it came: the troll was becoming
unsteady from blood loss and swung its arms too hard. Kate grabbed the hilt of
her sword—twisted it, and the monster screeched—and pulled it out. She hopped
once more to the side and then brought the blade down on the troll’s head,
cleaving through its skull and smacking its head onto the ground from the force
of it.


Her
hood had fallen back in the fight and I could see her face as she wrested her
sword free. There was sweat on her forehead and she looked angry, even when she
looked up at me. She opened her mouth to say something when a duo of roars came
from behind her.


We
had counted six. We had killed four and now the other two were awake. I saw
them coming, stepping out in front of the bonfire. These two were larger than
the others and knew exactly where we were. They couldn’t be taken by surprise
and they were angry.


“We
should run,” Kate said as she backed away from the trolls. “Come back in a few
hours when they’ve let their guard down.”


I
was about to nod but the largest troll was closer now. I could see what it was
a holding. A bone, what looked to be a human bone, a femur it had been gnawing
on. He held it like a club and I felt a hot rush of anger fill my entire body.
That was likely the bone of someone I had known all those years ago, reduced
now to below food: a toy, a plaything for this monster that had forced itself
on people that had endured having their homes destroyed.


I
stepped forward and pulled the dagger from under my shirt. The magic I felt
within it dwarfed that of the harness, but it wasn’t enough. I drew from them
both, weaving multiple threads of lightning that sparked and jolted down my
arms. They joined together in seconds but, for me, the energy I was
manipulating was so immense that it was an intoxicating agony that elongated
the spell.


The
bolt of lightning streaked forward and collided into the smaller of the trolls.
The spell punched into its chest so hard that it flew backwards, moving too
fast to see any more than a blur. The flash of the lightning dazzled my eyes
that were primed for darkness. I ignored it. I could still see well enough to
make out the last troll lumbering toward me.


My
muscles burned from the strain of all the energy. The lightning had been too
detached and quick. I focused with kinetic power now. I flung shackle after
shackle, such a wild and dangerous thing amplified to that extent, no longer
the gentle prison that I had used to trap the spider’s legs. The troll was
caught in them and stuck in place. I could feel the energy around its arms and
legs, pulsating to the same rhythm as the magic coursed through my arms. It was
physical and magical at the same time, as if my hands were those of a giant and
I was crushing the troll.


It
was like pulling apart an insect. The monster’s limbs popped free of its torso.
The bones snapped and organs ruptured and rained blood down onto the ground.
When I released the shackles the body parts splattered to the ground. It was
dead and in pieces yet its claw still clutched the bone.


My
focus was still in place even though the troll was dead. I realized that I had
started shaking. I had channeled too much power and I couldn’t direct it all
back into the sollite that I held. It had nowhere to go but to seethe through
my body as it slowly radiated out from my skin. I felt like I had set fire to
my insides.


“What
are you?” I heard Kate whisper behind me.











Chapter
Twenty-Six


 


 


Hours passed
before I could move without the urge to vomit. I spent most of them on the
ground, sweating and unable to cool down. I felt like I had been running for
days in an endless summer heat. Toward the end I managed to divert some of the
magic back into the harness and dagger but I was too enfeebled to master the
process.


Kate
left and I thought she had decided to move on without me. As I sat immobile on
the ground I couldn’t blame her. I must have looked like a fool that didn’t
know what he was doing; a reckless boy that had once again played too
dangerously with something he didn’t understand. A smarter man would have
tested the sollite first and amplified his spells gradually. I had saturated
myself with the magic without caution and nearly killed myself.


I
was proven wrong, however, when Kate came back within the hour. She led her
horse and tied it up on the tavern wall. All of her bags were strapped to the
horse and she removed them quickly. It looked like she had moved her entire
camp into the village.


She
walked toward me when she was finished. I saw that she had taken off her armor
while she was gone. She wore a plain tunic and trousers now. The sleeves of her
tunic had been rolled up near to her shoulders. She put a bottle down in front
of me.


“Drink,”
she said. “It’s just water.”


I
shook my head. The thought of drinking anything made my stomach churn. She
placed a hand on my forehead and then jerked it back away from me.


“Shit,”
she muttered. “You should go in the river. The water will take the heat better
than the air.”


I
shook my head again. She shrugged and then picked up the bottle. She opened it,
dumped the water over my head, and then walked away. It did make me feel better
for a few minutes but after it dried up I felt worse. The brief cooling made
the heat feel stronger when it returned.


I
watched Kate work in the hours that I recovered. She went back through the
village and dragged all the corpses of the trolls near the tavern. I wondered
at her strength as I watched her. She was nearly my height but her arms were
slim. Yet she had been able to hack her way through the trolls we fought and
now easily pulled their bodies around. I doubted that I could have moved them
as quickly as she did without resorting to magic.


She
unpacked empty jars and bottles from her bags when all the trolls had been
gathered. She took other instruments that I didn’t recognize. Some looked like
knives and scissors. Others were made of glass and looked like hollow arrows,
pointed at one end but dull on the other. She laid everything out and then went
to work.


Her
early comments made sense as she opened up the trolls and harvested their
organs. There was blood coating her arms passed her elbows in no time but she
didn’t seem to care. She carved open their chests and plunged her hands right
in, pulling out seemingly never ending intestines and discarding them on the
ground.


She
broke through ribs with her hands and sliced out the troll’s lungs. They joined
the intestines in a growing pile of unwanted organs. Her face was neutral as
she worked, as if she was scooping out the insides of a pumpkin. When she
checked on me I would see spots of blood on her face.


“Trolls
are amazing, you know,” she said as she held a knife above the largest troll’s
torso. “You probably know this already. They can regrow limbs and recover from
obscene amounts of damage. Except for the ones that lost their heads, these
weren’t really dead dead until now.


“Even
this one,” she waved the knife in a circle above the troll’s head. “Even though
you, ah, removed its arms and legs, it would have survived if it was
given food and water. More likely its friends would have eaten it but it’s
still amazing.”


She
placed the tip of the knife delicately in the troll’s neck and sliced it
vertically open. Another set of lungs and intestines went on the pile before
she pulled out the troll’s heart and liver. The heart was larger than I
expected and was the same red and green mix of its blood. The liver was massive
and Kate draped it over both of her forearms. It was dark green and shiny,
catching the light with a gleam that reminded me of an oversized raw chicken
breast.


“You’re
lucky you didn’t ruin this,” she said with a smile on her face. She looked like
she had just found a treasure. “I told you to only burn their heads for a
reason.”


The
liver was stuffed and coiled into the largest jar she had. The heart was put
into a jar with the others she collected. It was so much larger than the others
that they looked like they came from different creatures. She left the livers
in the other three trolls that she cut open.


The
final two trolls were the ones that I had killed with fire and lightning. She
dragged the mutilated corpses of the others away so the last two were side by
side. The one I hit with lightning had a black smear across its chest and face
but was still intact. The head of the other was a charred wreck.


Kate
didn’t seem to care. She brought over the rest of her empty jars and placed
them around the bodies. She took the glass objects that I had thought were
arrows and pierced into the troll’s neck with them. She put one on each side of
its throat and worked it around inside the neck until it punctured the artery
she wanted. 


The
jars were placed underneath the glass cylinders and fastened down with a strap.
She then started pressing down on the troll’s chest, pushing hard between the
ribs until blood rushed through the glass and into the jars. She would stop and
check how much she collected each time. Sometimes she filled the smaller jars
in only two compressions.


That
part of her work was the most time consuming. I was feeling well enough to
stand before she was finished. She had to secure each individual jar and then
pack it away when it was full. She was careful about not wasting the blood
since she had butchered the other trolls already. She had nine jars left and
had been working on the last troll for an hour by the time I was walking again.


I
went through the north gate and followed the wall to the river. It was a route
that purposely avoided my old house and I was keenly aware of that decision as
I knelt down and submerged my head in the water. I drank deeply afterwards,
enough water that I felt bloated and sick but I knew that I needed it. I left
the river without looking at the spot where my parents always used to fish.


Kate
was thumping her fists on the troll’s chest when I returned. The last bits of
blood were spluttering out but she still had six jars to fill. She got up and
began dragging the other corpses back and I wondered again at her strength. Was
the potion she drank responsible for that, or was it something she maintained
alchemically over years?


I
was lost in such thoughts when I reached the tavern. There was a terrible
stench coming from the door that abruptly sobered me and I scowled at it. I
took the steps slowly down in the cellar. There was another fire burning below,
much smaller than the bonfire, and the smoke from it made the smell worse.


There
were bones at the bottom of the stairs and I knew that I had made a mistake.
The bone the troll had been holding had been enough to send me into a rage and
now I saw more than I could count over the floor. I took a step into the room
and tried, uselessly, to brace myself for what I should have walked away from.
It wasn’t enough.


I
should have known when Kate said the troll’s would eat their own kind. They had
thrived in my village. There were too many bones and skulls for the survivors.
They had gotten at the buried corpses too. Some parts still had flesh on them,
too rotten even for the trolls to eat. The fresher ones, probably travelers
that had unknowingly followed the road, were picked clean. Those were the bones
that had been cracked open for the marrow inside.


My
family was here. My parents and sisters. Maybe they were among the bodies that
I couldn’t recognize and maybe it was a blessing that I couldn’t. There were
flies everywhere and piles of feces in every corner. The largest troll had
settled deeply into this cellar and made it his den. I was suddenly angry at
how quickly I had killed him.


“They’re
just animals,” Kate said from behind me. I had no idea how long she had been
standing there. I had no idea how long I had been standing there. “I
know you’re angry but they’re no worse than wolves or crows. They saw an
opportunity for food and shelter and they took it. There was no malice. Only
survival. Your anger is misplaced.”


“What
anger?” I said as I turned to her. There was still blood all over her arms and
clothes. There were smears on her face and splatters in her hair now. She had
come straight down here to find me.


“Friends,
you said? That died. You’re here to kill the dragon. I didn’t believe it at
first, or that you were a wizard. But I do now. Trolls aren’t monsters, no
matter how many times they’re called such. They deserved to die and were a
threat on the road but they shouldn’t get your anger. You should be saving that
for what destroyed this village.”


She
had been all smiles at her campsite but now her face was straight and firm. The
blood on her should have detracted from the solemn look but it didn’t.


“You
might be right,” I said.


“Might
be,” she repeated. “I meant what I said before. You’re too young to be a
wizard. Who taught you?”


“I
taught myself,” I said honestly, although it sounded stupid even to me.


She
narrowed her eyes at me and I couldn’t tell if she was suspicious of what I
said. Once again I found myself at a loss to read facial expressions after
being alone for so many years. I suddenly appreciated the obvious signals that
Candle would send at me.


“I’ve
traveled to many places in the world,” she said. “I’ve met many wizards and all
of them have been old men and women, and none of them would be able to do what
you just did to one troll, never mind three in the space of a few minutes. Do
you know this? Are you lying?”


“No,”
I shook my head. I had always thought our village wizard was a retired old man,
resting after a long youth spent with magic. “I didn’t know that, and I am not
lying.”


She
looked at me intently for a few moments and then grinned. She turned around and
I followed her up the stairs and back outside. The jars of harvested organs and
blood had been packed away but the corpses were still strewn about the
clearing. I helped her lift and throw them onto the bonfire. My hands were
bloodied from the work and I went back to the river with her to wash. I was
finished before she was and left her alone. She had far more to wash than I
did.


We
ate a small meal when she returned to the camp. She gave me some of her fish
and a tough piece of bread. I thought about adding more food to match her
supply but the barest thought of manipulating magic made my stomach roll. I
made a promise to return the favor with one of the dozen potential feasts I had
in my gem pouch.


I
thought of the dragon as I ate, and how I had already been diverted by the
trolls. I stared off into the darkness surrounding the village, watching how
the effects of whatever Kate had put in my eyes began to wane and fade away. It
would be morning in a few hours and I would have to resume my search after I
slept. I had exerted myself too much with the trolls but I needed to press on.
I had no idea how far away the dragon might be.


Kate
must have been staring out with me, following my eyes for something she saw me
looking at so closely. She waved a hand in front of my face when she saw that
it was nothing. I turned to her and watched as she bit off a chunk of the bread
and spoke as she chewed her way through it.


“So
you are serious about fighting the dragon, then. I was right?” she spoke as if
it were an admission rather than a question. I nodded. “Even if I do believe
you’re a self-taught prodigy—and I’m not saying I do, you could be an old man
made young again by some spell for all I know—I don’t think it will be enough.
That dragon will rip you apart, cook the pieces, and gobble you up. If you’re
lucky it’ll be in that order.”


I
looked at her without an answer. The words hung awkwardly in the air between us
for a few moments. She looked back at me until she grew impatient. She took
another mouthful of bread and spoke again. “Is there any chance I can talk you
out of it?”


“No,”
I said. “I have lied to you once so far. I didn’t have friends here. It was my
family. My mother and father and sisters. This place was once my home and the
dragon took that away from me.”


“You’ll
die,” she said. “I am sorry about your family but your reasons don’t make any
difference. You could be hunting it for fun or for revenge and your chances are
still the same. It will kill you.”


“Maybe,”
I said softly. “Maybe this time, but eventually one of us will kill it.”


She
put the last of the piece of bread into her mouth and narrowed her eyes at me.
I couldn’t tell if she was annoyed by my apparent stubbornness or if she was
thinking of new ways to try to convince me to leave the dragon alone.


“How
are you going to find it?” she asked after swallowing the last of her food.


“I’m
going to follow the road north until the next village--”


“No.
It’s gone.”


“What?”


“Dragon
destroyed it six months ago.”


“South
then,” I said.


“That’s
a few days out and in the wrong direction since you must have already come from
there if you didn’t know about the other village being gone. Seems like you
just walked out of the field and onto the road at random. There’s something
you’re not telling me, Tower. You don’t make sense.”


I
could feel how tense my face was as I looked at her. Like in the tavern cellar,
her smiles and grins were gone. She was taking me seriously now and I was
apparently being difficult. I put my hand in my pocket and closed my hand
around Candle’s core. I wished it was just the two of us again.


“I
can’t explain everything without sounding crazy,” I said honestly. “If you’ve
heard about another village being destroyed you must have heard other things.
You know where the dragon has been sighted, don’t you?”


“Yes,”
she said and raised her head slightly, unsure of what I was about to say.


“But
you won’t tell me.”


She
nodded.


“Then
how about another deal. You can keep the half of the bounty you promised me for
helping with the trolls. You can lead me to the dragon. If I kill it then you
can strip away its body parts and I’ll even help you carry them. They must be
powerful compared to a troll’s. And rare, if a dragon hasn’t been killed in so
long.”


Her
eyes narrowed again and I thought I had finally piqued her interest.


“I
won’t help you fight it,” she said. “You’d be alone in that fight.”


“I
don’t expect you to.”


“Can
I still try to talk you out of it on the way there?” she asked.


“If
you must.”


“And
if you survive you will answer all of my questions, crazy answers or not?”


“Yes,”
I said slowly. “Though I don’t see why you’re so curious.”


“You’re
stranger than you know, Tower. The fact that you don’t know makes you even more
strange. Okay, then it’s a deal. I will lead you to the gigantic monster that
will bite you in half and eat you like a snack.”


“You’re
starting right away I see.”


“Of
course,” she said and smiled sweetly.


She
extended her hand and we shook over the agreement. It was an awkward handshake,
the first I had had since I was a boy meeting people with my father. She left
me at the fire and went to sleep at the side of the tavern, far enough away
from the door to avoid the stench from the cellar.


I
stared into the bonfire’s flames until I fell asleep. The exhaustion of my body
came quickly after our conversation was done, urged on by having food in my
belly. I woke up often throughout the morning, with half-formed thoughts of
being burned alive and panicking over the futility of holding back walls of
fire. There were a few fleeting thoughts of hope for success, although in my
dreams I never fully conjured up an image of the dead dragon, only thoughts of
what kind of potions could be made from its remains.


 


 


* * *


 


 


I woke up in the
late afternoon. There was a thin blanket over me that hadn’t been there when I
had fallen asleep. I saw that Kate was still laying down when I looked over at
the tavern. She must have gotten up once already and then went back to sleep.


The
bonfire had died down throughout the day. I brought Candle out of my pocket and
ignited him. It was one of the longest periods of time that he had been dormant
and he was a flurry of excitement around my feet after finally being let out.
His little head would twist and turn as he looked around the village. I
wondered at how small his world had been up until this moment, and then frowned
when I had the same thought for myself.


He
jumped into the bonfire after a short time poking around the clearing. What was
left of the piled wood and corpses were once again burning as his fire caught
onto them, filling the air with crackles, heat, and popping sounds once more.
It was the largest fire he had ever been in and it looked like he relished it.
His sollite core was glowing brighter than the flames around him before long.


Kate
made a face at my familiar when she woke up. She kept her distance from the
fire at first and only came closer when I made us breakfast from one of my
gemstones. Manipulating the magic no longer sickened me but my focus felt off
and wrong, as though it was aching like an injured muscle. Kate was equally
suspicious of the food as she was Candle. She sniffed at the chicken and
potatoes before taking tiny bites, chewing more thoroughly than the small
mouthfuls needed.


“Tastes
a little funny but it’s mostly okay,” she muttered and then ate the rest
heartily. I wondered how many days she had been eating nothing but her fish and
stale bread.


Candle
came and sat on my shoulder part way through our breakfast. Kate watched him
closely while she chewed her food. Despite how long he had been sitting in the
fire, I offered a small gemstone to him and he engulfed it quickly. It began
its slow orbit around his core as it was slowly absorbed by it.


“What
is that? A pet?” Kate asked.


“My
familiar. He’s an elemental. More a friend than a pet.”


“Where
did you find him?”


“I
didn’t. I made him,” I explained.


She
was quiet for the rest of the meal. I wasn’t sure if she didn’t believe me or
if I had once again contradicted the other wizards she had met. I made a mental
note to ask her more about the other wizards if I survived my fight with the
dragon. If, I thought, and set down my food. Suddenly I wasn’t hungry anymore.


We
didn’t stay in the village ruins for long. I helped her pack her supplies and
load them onto her horse. The rest of the bags were split evenly between us. I
offered to carry more and she just laughed at me. She led the horse on foot and
I could hear glass clinking softly together, matching the rhythm of each step
that we took.


We
exited the village through what was once the north gate. I followed Kate’s lead
off of the road and we followed the river for the rest of the evening. The
ground was mostly uneven and we moved at a slower pace than we would have on
the road. We were also slowed by Kate constantly stopping to look at different
plants that I would have marched straight passed.


She
would inspect everything that we found, sometimes for only a few seconds.
Sometimes she would click her tongue in disappointment and leave the plants
alone. Other times she would yank clusters of flowers from the ground and stuff
them into her bags. Some flowers she plucked the petals from one by one and
carefully wrapped them in a cloth bundle. Some small shrubs she pulled out of
the ground, severed and collected the roots, and tossed the rest into the
river.


“You
make potions,” I said, hoping to start a conversation as she cut slivers of
bark from a tree trunk.


“Yes,”
she replied, and then said nothing else. She finished with the tree and then
walked ahead of me, leading us along the river. I thought I could see her
smiling but I wasn’t sure.


“Is
that why you collected the blood?”


“Of
course,” she said and, once again, said nothing else.


I
let out a huff of air and I heard her laugh ahead of me. Candle stirred on my
shoulder at the sound of it. I tried again. “What kind of potions can you make
from troll’s blood?”


“You’re
not good at this. Talking,” she said, and I could hear the smile this time.
“Not many different kinds of potions from troll’s blood. Its a very potent
ingredient and dominates most others. All of them involve healing in some way,
but it depends on what is added to it. Disease and illness can usually be
cured. If its prepared correctly it can heal injuries or reverse the effects of
aging. It won’t make a person immortal but it can prolong a life.”


“It’s
that powerful?”


“Yes,
but it’s difficult. The person who drinks the potion must prepare a base for
the troll’s blood with their own blood, and even then it must be created
carefully so it will not be overpowering. There’s only a few people I know that
can do it.”


“How
did you learn?”


She
stopped and turned her head back to me. She was already grinning. “I taught
myself.”


Her
grin widened when I glared at her. She resumed walking and I let a few moments
pass before I continued my questions.


“Could
you heal an injury from a long time ago?” I asked as I looked down at my hands.
I rubbed at the finger Bryce was missing. “A missing arm or a toe?”


“Yes,
but it would be difficult. You’d have to cause another injury at the point that
you want to fix. If a hand was missing you would have to cut off another part
of the wrist before taking the potion. I’ve done it a few times for other
people. It is,” her words dragged out as she searched for the right one, “a
painful process.”


“The
blood was your real target then. The bounty was secondary?”


“Clever
boy,” she said, and then sang the next words as if they were a cheery song.
“It’s too bad the dragon will eat you.”


We
turned back onto the road as it got dark. Kate continued to study the trees and
bushes as we passed them. She would carve up pieces of fungus and they would
join the rest of the jars she had filled. She seemed to have her own way of
cataloging each specimen in different pouches and bags that I couldn’t
decipher.


I
asked her more questions about potions and alchemy when we made camp that night
and began to be more direct with how I spoke to her. She responded better to
those questions and I felt that I was learning how to talk with people all over
again, relearning after spending sixteen years talking to myself in more ways
than one. She would still get in her quips about how the dragon was going to
kill me.


“I
wonder what wizard parts would make as a potion,” she said before she went to
sleep, in the same tone as someone would discuss the weather. “If there’s
anything left I might find out.”


The
next two days passed in the same manner. We woke up earlier each day and walked
along the road as long as there was daylight. The trees thickened the further
we got away from my village. Sometimes Kate would circle us off the road and
slow our progress. I began to wonder if she was deliberately stretching out the
journey to give me time to reconsider. Her verbal jabs and reminders about my
imminent death never ceased, although she also continued to collect different
herbs and plants as we walked.


At
the end of the third day I was worried that she may not know where the dragon
was at all, and the entire agreement was an elaborate ruse to convince me to
give up. Considering how sure she was that I was going to fail, I decided to
press her for more information to make sure I wasn’t wasting my time.


We
had settled into taking turns to provide meals and it was my turn when we made
camp that night. I waited until we were comfortably into our dinner before I
started my questions. It was a cooler night and we had made a fire. Candle sat
in it between us.


“Has
the dragon attacked anywhere else in the past year?”


“Aside
from the two villages on this road, no. No other settlements, just travelers on
the road. I’ve heard similar rumors from other cities of similar attacks. Too
far away to be the same dragon. They’re rare and few enough that they usually
leave people alone. Now, after so long, they’re attacking. Maybe someone
provoked them. It’s odd.”


I
nodded along as she spoke. It wasn’t the information I wanted but it was
strange to think about it. Our village had never threatened anything as far as
I knew, but I had just been a boy. It had slaughtered most of us without much
effort.


“There
must be a reason behind the attacks.”


“Maybe.
Maybe not,” she shrugged. “I’ve heard stories about how they were hunted nearly
to extinction many centuries ago by hundreds of wizards working together, not
just a single one alone thinking he can do the impossible. Maybe they’ve
recovered their numbers now. Maybe it’s that simple. Maybe there are no other
attacks and it is just this one dragon. Rumors have a way of spreading and then
coming back as a different story.”


“What
have you heard about my dragon, then?”


“A
brown dragon that destroyed a village. The road here is considered blocked and
gone, like it was a river that dried up. Some merchants try to walk the road
anyway and most vanish. Some make it and speak of the forest burning as they
walk through it. Are you having second thoughts?” she asked suddenly.


“No.”


“Are
you sure?”


“Yes,”
I replied firmly. Candle flared up in the fire between us, reacting to the
stern tone in my voice.


“Feisty
thing. Protective of you. That’s good,” she said. “It’ll be a few more days until
we find it. I only know that people say not to take this road. Eventually we’ll
come near the part that they avoid. You can probably already imagine what that
will be like.”


She
went to sleep after that. I stayed awake for a while longer and then left Candle
soaking up the fire. It was another two days before I saw that Kate had been
right. She collected less samples from the forest but doubled her efforts in
dissuading me. I often got angry at her and refused to answer her taunts, which
she seemed to take as a sign that they were working.


It
was late into the afternoon when I began to see the ash. It lay sporadically
over the road and the grass either side of us. We slowed our walk as if the ash
was still hot and dangerous, something that warranted careful steps as we
trudged closer to where it covered increasingly more of the road.


We
stopped when we saw the clearing up ahead. The trees didn’t gradually lessen
and give way to a field. They abruptly ended a few meters ahead of us where the
dirt road became black. It looked like a warning, a scorched message on the
earth to keep people away. As I stepped closer I saw that it was just a symptom
of the dragon’s destruction. A huge scar burned into the landscape.


The
sky above us was a clear blue. It was a calm summer day and the way the wrecked
road sat below it gnawed at me. It didn’t seem right or natural. The day should
have been dark and gloomy. Rain should have been pouring down to mix with the
ash and heal the land.


We
walked forward and stopped with our feet on the edge of burnt earth. I could
see where the road continued on the other side. I looked to my right and I
could see where the fire had stopped in that direction: crumbling, black stumps
of trees and relatively intact ones behind it. I turned to my left and I could
not see where the forest resumed. The damage was like an infected wound,
scabbed over and stretching toward the horizon.


“I
can see why no one would travel the road,” I said without turning to Kate.


“Most
would turn back from this,” she agreed. “Brave ones would turn right here and
walk deep into the trees. They would cut around this entire area and walk for
hours before going back to the road. Fools would cut straight across to the
other side.”


“And
I am going left. Where I have no trees to hide under. Walking straight to the
source of the fire.”


“And
what does that make you?”


I
turned back to her and found her staring directly at me.


‘Tower,”
she said. “We can turn around. I can take you to a city where they will shower
you in gold for just a fraction of the magic you can show. I do not believe you
taught yourself. Would your teacher want you to throw your life away like
this?”


I
smiled despite not being able to answer her. I wondered if my Tower had the
same journey coming to the dragon as I had, knowing things are different for
each of us. Had he known he was walking to his death or did he have a glimmer
of hope that he would be the first to succeed, just like I did now? I thought
of the next Tower, the boy I had left behind, and wondered if I would want him
to do what I was about to do.


“I’ll
wait here then,” she said after I didn’t fill the silence. “I’ll give you until
the morning to change your mind and come back.”


I
nodded at her. Her mouth was a tight line and her eyebrows were furrowed
severely. When she spoke it was as though her lips barely parted at all.


“I’m
not a coward for not following you. It’s not cowardice to not follow you over
the cliff you insist on jumping over.”


It
was surreal to hear her consider herself anything close to cowardly. Without my
magic I would not have dared to sneak into a camp of half a dozen trolls, never
mind taking them on with a short sword and a knife. I nodded at her a second
time and then dropped my half of her packs and bags at her feet. I stepped away
and off the road, my boots pressing down into the soft layer of ash that
covered the ground.


I
stopped and looked back when I was almost out of her sight. She looked like she
was shaking her head. She thought I had no idea what I was doing and, for all
my battles in the underground, all the practice and weaving of fire and
lightning, she was right. I took Candle out of my pocket and put him on my
shoulder. We walked through the ash together. The two of us alone again.











Chapter
Twenty-Seven


 


The ash was coarse
as I walked through it. I had to tuck my trouser legs into my boots as I
approached the deeper parts. It was unevenly spread even along the path of the
dragon’s destruction. In parts it was shallow and had been blown away by the
wind. In others it had been swept together around the remains of tree trunks.


I
found huge patches where the ash had been crushed into the ground. The dirt
below it was firmer and solid there. I wondered if the dragon slept in
different places along this path or if it had burned its way through more of
the forest as time went on. I didn’t know if I was going to find the dragon
sleeping or have him swoop down at me from the air. I kept myself alert and
connected to the magic in the harness as I walked on.


Candle
alternated which shoulder he sat on as we walked. He seemed curious about the
ash. He was used to sitting in piles of it or collecting soot on his core after
sleeping over a wick. He was excited by what we were surrounded by but
unwilling to jump down onto his feet. I wondered if he was able to tell what
kind of fire caused the destruction around us. Maybe he could feel a danger
from it that I could not.


It
was early evening when we reached the river. It had long since turned west and
left the north road we followed and we had walked far enough to meet it again.
The water was a surreal break in the black streak, a clear rush of water and
then more of the charred earth on the other side. The forest was intact along
the river and we waded through it at the most shallow point we could find.
Candle hissed at the water even as I held him above it.


We
neared the dragon soon after the river was behind us. There was no roar or
screeching. Nothing so fierce or deafening as the cries of a krogoth in the
underground. The dragon was sleeping fearlessly at the end of the wound it had
burned across the forest. It didn’t need to worry or warn anything away with a
howl. The mere sight of it was enough to send anything scurrying away.


I
stood and felt my heart in my chest, like I had throughout so many fights
before. Those times I would start to feel it in the middle of the fight, part
way through channeling energy to barely scrape through and survive. The dragon
was slumbering in front of me and didn’t even know I was there, and already my
heart was racing.


Candle
was unmoving on my shoulder. We had spent so many nights in the tower preparing
for a fight like this. I still don’t know if he knew then that it was leading
up to this battle. I stepped forward and he slid down my back and stood next to
me. I took out my pouch of gemstones and scattered them on the ground. I
reached out with my focus and could feel them, even if they were lost to my
eyes amongst the ash. The dragon stirred as I gathered my focus but did not
wake up.


The
sky was darkening but it was still too bright and calm for such a monster to be
in front of me. I reached for the dagger at my back and slid it out of the
harness. I could feel my connection to both sources of their power and the
pockets of gemstones out before me. I had done all that I could to prepare and
I still felt like a child, groping its toy weapon against the monster. The
dagger felt too small in my hand, like I was about to try to cut down a tree
with a butter knife.


I
took a breath and focused energy through my body. Fire sprang to life along my
arms and shoulders, tethered between my hands, my dagger, and the harness.
Candle flared up on the ground beside me, swelling to double his usual size as
he tapped into the energy in his core. I gathered my magical focus and lunged
out with it at the dragon, ready to feed the magic I held through that focus
point.


The
dragon woke up instantly. My focus collided with something I had never felt
before. It roared out of anger, furious that it had been woken up and I felt my
focus be swatted away from it as if it were a bothersome fly. This wasn’t a
resistance to magic I was feeling, this was like gathering around another
wizard. Suddenly I knew I had misunderstood what I had read about a dragon
channeling fire instead of breathing it. It had a focus of its own, far
stronger and more powerful than mine, able to divert my channel as though they
were nothing.


The
beast slouched forward and stretched its legs and wings. It was even larger
than I remembered. I didn’t even know how that was possible after over a decade
of nightmares embellishing its size and strength. I thought of all the times I
had been in the underground and wondered if the dragon would have even been
able to fit into most of the chambers down there.


It
looked directly at me and turned its head, considering me for a moment as the
flames began to gather around its wings. It was a nightmare come to life and I
frantically battered my focus against the impenetrable wall of its magic. I
could feel the staggering force of the power beneath its scales, as if the
monster itself was made entirely out of sollite, while I clung to the tiny
pieces that I thought were filled with powerful magic.


The
fire gathered at its mouth into a ball of flames and it was shot toward me. I
reacted instinctively and brought the gems up from the ash. Those, at least, I
could gather around outside of the dragon. I sprang three of them into the air
and spread them into barriers, blocking the ball of fire. It crashed through
the first two and they shattered like glass. The third deflected the fire and
it fell harmlessly to the ground. It burst open like a droplet of water,
splashing fire among the ash.


The
dragon tilted its head the other way now. It regarded me like it had the old
wizard in my village. I wasn’t even a threat to it. More of a curiosity. I
gathered the fire again around my arms and set my focus as close to the
dragon’s defenses as I could. I led with the dagger and the fire spewed forth
from its tip, swirling into a raging river of flames. It reached my focus and I
pushed it on blindly, not able to aim it precisely at the dragon’s head but
compelling it forward as strong as I could channel.


The
monster lifted its head and I saw my fire being swept up around its body. My own
magic was plucked so easily out of the air and now swirled around the dragon’s
wings as if it had been its all along. It added its own power to the fire and
its scales began to glow with the strain of heat so close to it. My own fire
and the dragon’s met at the end of its snout and streamed toward me.


I
flailed wildly for the gems and they flew at the fire. They snapped out into
barriers that I put all of the magic in the harness behind. The energy I had
channeled with the trolls had nowhere to go, but this time it left my body and
was barely enough to hold the gemstone shields together as the torrents of fire
slammed into them.


I
don’t know when I started to scream. The barriers were broken and swept away
near the end and it was the energy I channeled alone that fought back against
the flames. When they finally stopped I fell forward from the force I had been
pressing against. I landed face first into the ash and craned my head up to the
dragon. Its eyes were narrowed as if it was confused with what it was seeing.


The
gems around me were gone. The harness was completely drained of power. I still
held the dagger in my hand. Candle was a few meters to my right. He had grown
in size from the fire around him but he was still rigid in place. I looked at
him as the ground began to shake. The dragon was walking toward me and each
step sent a shock wave of force through the ground.


I
decided I wouldn’t die on my belly with my head down. I got to my feet as it
drew closer. Each of one of its steps was easily twenty of mine but I stood
against them. 


There
was still so much magic in the dagger and I threw it against the monster,
determined to put up a fight even as it came close enough to eat me. I threw
lightning recklessly out in front of me. The bolts of energy punched through
the air and bounced off the dragon’s scales. It was its magic, catching and
diverting even the instant arcs of lightning as easily as it did to my fire.


Its
head was above me when it stopped. Still I poured my energy at it. The
lightning cascaded down my arms, crisscrossing over my flesh like a second skin
and then spewing over the dragon’s head, uselessly parting around its flesh and
shooting off into the sky above it. It did nothing and the dragon was close
enough that I could feel its breath.


I
was close enough that I couldn’t see the fire begin to flicker around its
wings. I could feel it with my magic and sensed that it was more energy that it
had spent in either of its last attacks. I was worth that at least, I thought,
and I spread my arms open to the fire that I could see creeping along its neck
and racing to coalesce at its mouth. This was how Tower died. I finally had my
answer as I stood there ready for the flames. Tower had come here alone and had
been burned into the ashes that were all around me. I finally had my answer.


The
dragon roared at the strain of the magic it was wielding down toward me and I
looked up at my death. I saw something move as the fire plummeted down at me.
It moved in front of me and then the fire stopped, swirling in place between me
and the dragon and gaining size and strength and then I realized that I wasn’t
Tower and that I wasn’t alone.


Candle
was between us and all of the dragon’s fire and magic that it had summoned down
to incinerate me was now being caught by him. The monster had invested too
greatly into the attack. It had committed too much and couldn’t stop the
scorching blaze that was now being gathered in front of its head.


My
familiar grew as the magic flooded into him. His body of fire exponentially
grew until I could barely see the dragon behind him. He was a raging inferno of
energy and fire, burning hot and bright between us. The sollite core in the
center of him was brightest of all, searing its image into my eyes as if I was
staring directly into the sun. It hurt to look at but I couldn’t take my eyes
from him.


The
dragon roared as the last of its magic left it and Candle swarmed up around its
head. The monster was the one screaming now as its fire was turned back on it,
melting the flesh beneath its scales and burst them open. Its eyes were pink
and cooked in seconds but still Candle fought on, his fire consuming
everything. The sounds of his crackling fire were joined by a low whine and I
couldn’t tell if it came from him or the dragon. It sounded like something was
dying.


The
fire kept burning and the dragon reared its head back, slashing futilely
through the flames around its head with its front claws. Candle’s core grew
brighter as the assault went on, burning the dragon the most wherever it passed.
It was blind and being boiled alive and it screamed in agony.


There
was a pause before it happened. The dragon slumped down forward and I saw
Candle’s core go still in front of its face. The whine grew louder and I knew
suddenly that it was from him, not the monster. His core went dark for the
briefest moment and then burst open in an explosion of light and force that
knocked me back away from it.


Candle’s
core shattered. The shards blasted from the dragon’s head. Some were embedded
in its exposed, roasted flesh and others I could feel scattered in the ash
around us. I knew then that he was gone and it wasn’t sadness or loss that I
felt but anger. The same rage that had been festering in me for so many years
that the dragon was still alive and my family wasn’t. That the dragon was still
alive and Tower wasn’t. That the dragon was still alive and Candle wasn’t.


I
surged forward and used the energy in my own body this time. I ran as I
gathered around the dagger and shot it out of my hand and into the smoldering
remains of the dragon’s eye. The blade pierced into it cleanly and the monster
thrashed to life from the pain of it. It raised its head and flames once again,
recklessly this time, rushed over its body.


The
dagger was the connection I needed. My focus was linked to it already and I was
faster. Candle had done his work well and the lightning I formed came from both
me and the dagger embedded in the dragon’s flesh. The power of them linked and
I joined my hands together and released all that I had left into that attack.


The
lightning collected between us, balling in the air before it was driven into
the dragon’s skull. The dagger was emptied through that link in the loudest,
deepest boom of an explosion I had ever heard. Years worth of collecting gems
unleashed directly into the dragon’s body. It screamed one final time, an
inhuman sound that echoed throughout the forest around us, and then slumped
down into the bed of ash it had made for itself. 


The
dagger twitched as it still sent jolts into the corpse. I left it and fell to
my knees. Around me I could feel the energy in the shards of Candle’s acorn
fade away. I slumped onto the ground and wept.


 


 


Kate
found me. I don’t know how long I was alone. She said something about hearing
the dragon die and came expecting me to be dead too. I can’t remember exactly
what she did or said to me. I don’t remember much about that night.


She
set up a camp near the dragon’s corpse. I stayed in place throughout the night
and don’t remember moving until morning. Kate brought me water and went to the
dragon’s remains without a word. I slowly moved around the field and collected
as many of Candle’s pieces as I could find. I knew that I couldn’t fix him but
I wanted keep them regardless. Kate helped me dig out the shards that had been
plunged into the dragon’s flesh.


We
stayed there for days. I kept my word and helped Kate harvest the dragon,
although I took no pleasure in it. She emptied out all of the other jars she
had filled, even the troll’s liver that she had been so pleased about. The
dragon parts were another class of treasure entirely to her. She crammed as
many teeth, scales, and claws as she could into the few bags that she had. She
carved pieces of the dragon’s liver and heart and put them into jars, since they
were too big to be put in whole. The heart alone was big enough that we both
could have climbed into it.


I
started this book during the nights when we rested. After I fulfill my promise
and help carry the parts back to Kate’s home, I will be returning to the tower
to hand this book to you. Of course, Bryce, you already know this since you
have the book in your hands. I still haven’t decided if I will speak with you
when I arrive. If I do, I hope you understood why I had to leave you alone. If
I don’t, then I hope you will read this again until you understand what has
happened to us both.


There
was no great feeling of relief when the dragon died. I am proud to have put to
rest what killed our parents but the cost was too great. Candle is still alive
for you now, and for once the cycle of our lives has ended with success instead
of death. Decisions that I thought were set in stone could have been different,
and your missing finger is proof enough of that.


Stay
in the tower, Bryce. Teach yourself and wait for the day that the room in the
study will open. Look after the boy as I looked after you, and then go your own
way when that debt has been paid. Your Candle can live and you can avoid the
dragon. 


You
can choose to live another way. 


 


 


 
















 


Author’s
Note:


 


Thank you for
reading The Wizard and the Dragon. I hope you enjoyed it.


 


On the next
page I have included another story set in the same fantasy universe as this
novel. It is the beginning of a series of novellas that follows Kate, a character
introduced toward the end of this novel. It is set two years prior to her
meeting with Bryce and will eventually catch up to when this novel takes place.


 


Once again,
thank you for taking the time to read the book.


 


 











The Monster Slayer:
Origins.


 


 


The
memories bled as they died. They bled together, out of her, leaving as images
in front of her eyes. They offered a final, fleeting glimpse as they faded into
not darkness but nothing at all.


Her thoughts manifested around her as
they were stripped away. She was caught in the middle of them while they
churned around her, turning and turning like a gyre that threatened to sweep
her up. Monsters and nightmares, unwilling to reveal which was which, blended
with untarnished memories like they were being mixed together in a cauldron.
Friendly recollections became hostile. Moments when she fought for her life
became affectionate and warm.


There were monsters in the room around
her. Trolls and ogres, vampires and necromancers, shadows hiding shadows before
they stepped into the light and were obliterated, washed away by the current
around her. She fought a vampire three times, two times, once, then not at all.
He had a name. It had a name. All gone, that shimmering memory of triumph and
victory, lost along with all the mundane days void of struggle.


The years emptied out of her, too fast
to realize how many were leaving. Twenty? Hundreds? Thousands? She knew that
she could be taken away with them, washed away in the current that unraveled
out of her and then, suddenly, she knew that was what she wanted. She was gone
then, hollowed and left staring at the fire that had burned away her lives.
Still seeing the fire as it finished burning her away. Still seeing the fire.


Seeing the fire.


The fire.


Fire.


There was a candle next to the bed.
There was a fireplace behind it. Her eyes focused on the larger fire and then
the smaller flame on top of the candle. Another cycle: her eyes adjusting
between the foreground and the background of her vision, blurry and then clear.
She was awake, abruptly but gently, staring at the fire. She felt the bed
underneath her and had no idea how long she had been laying in it.


She looked around the room with only her
eyes, not moving her head. The room was small. No windows. The only light was
from the candle and fireplace. There was a single cabinet and a small table
next to her bed. There was a book and a candle on top of it. She sat upright
and expected the room to spin around her, to feel pain like she had recently
suffered a blow to the head. When she felt fine, she only grew more suspicious.
The floor was warm beneath her bare feet and she stood up.


She stepped quietly around the room.
There was only one door and it was closed. There was a piece of parchment
impaled on it with a knife. She turned from it and put her hands on the walls.
She crouched down in front of the fireplace and peered through it. There was
another room on the other side. She turned her head and saw two other openings.
The chimney was a column in the middle of at least four other rooms. She stood
then, dumbfounded by her own actions. The parchment on the door. She pulled on
it, tearing it away from the knife, and looked over it. Someone had written on
it.


Your name is Kate,
the note began. There was a date at the top.


You live alone. You are standing in your
house. You are in a forest close to a town called Harkam’s Bridge. You are known
there as Kate. Just Kate, no last name. I hated when people called me Kathleen
but you might like it. Remember, though, that those who know you think you hate
it.


You have been poisoned. That is why you
cannot remember anything. The poisoner, however, is yourself. You prepared the
poison yourself, and then you decided to drink it. You have done this many
times before, more times than you and I will ever know. You will learn why it
is necessary with time, but it will be from studying the notes left from your
past and not by remembering it yourself. Know this, now and forever, that the
poison was permanent. You will never remember what you have forgotten.


You are far older and far stronger than
you appear. I do not know when we, you, I, began, but I know that we found a
way to extend our life far beyond natural means, perhaps even indefinitely. You
have been many different people and have learned many different things during
those lives. Unfortunately, though the body and mind can be prolonged, they
both have their limits. Your muscles can only be so dense and strengthened, and
so your mind can only hold so much. Your memories are like a book, and although
we have stitched in as many new pages into its spine as we can, that spine is
finite. When all the pages are full, an older one must be rewritten to accommodate
the new and then, unfortunately, the book must be rebound.


The poison is imperfect, or the mind is
more vulnerable than we understand. Your memories have been plucked away but
so, too, have your capabilities. It is always a gamble and it is never certain
what will survive. The worst case would be that you cannot even read these
words. When it was I that woke up, I had forgotten how to use a blade but had
remembered the bow. I could still work metal and stone and built the house you
stand in, over many years, but had to relearn how to ride a horse. I could skin
an animal and tan its hide but did not know how to thread a needle.


That is all I can say. We are careful
and methodical; remain so to not be overwhelmed. You have friends in town. I
have listed them below.


There was a space before the writing
continued. The list was at the bottom of the parchment but, between it and the
note, was a single line. The words were in the same hand as the rest but looked
like they were written hastily. The lines were rough and scrawled where the
others were neat.


Do not trust Calder.


The list was full of names and the locations
of homes. A horse was listed as hers, stabled in town. She rolled the parchment
up and put her hand on the door. She listened carefully as she opened it,
leaning into the new room before stepping inside of it. The room was much
larger than the first. There was no one inside and it was then that the details
pressed at her. At each new thing she looked it was like the knowledge of each
item was taking a place inside of her head:


A window directly to the left. Dark out.
Late evening. Trees outside. The faint rushing of water from its direction. Desks
against the outer wall. Quills and bottles of ink, mostly black but some reds
and blues. Bookcases next to the table. Another door, closed, and more shelves
next to it. The fireplace was visible to the right, another side of the stone
column that was seen in the bedroom. A chandelier in the middle of the room—a
simple, modest metal frame with four unlit candles. The room was a study.


She put a hand to her head as the
information rushed through her, similar to the sensation of a loud noise too
close to her ears. Something about the chandelier nagged at her but then so did
the rest of the room. The parchment, the ink, and the quills. The thought came
to her and she moved while still holding her head. She dripped ink over the
table as she held the quill in her right hand. The parchment had other words on
it but she ignored them, hovering her hand over it and finding that she didn’t
know how to write.


The idea of writing seemed simple and
easy. Draw the lines with your hand. The ink dripped onto the parchment and
seeped into it, thick in the middle and veiny on the outside. Recreating the
lines seemed impossible; they were too intricate and smooth. Each curved line
came out elongated and mutated from the original form. She closed her eyes and
tried to lose her concentration. She hadn’t thought about walking or reading,
she had just done it.


Kate.


Her hand moved so quickly that she was
sure the result would have been one continuous scribble; however, her name was
there, Kate, a perfect copy of the note she had read. She wrote it thrice more
and then the first line. She put the words side by side and nodded once. The
handwriting was the same. The note was indeed written by her but that didn’t
mean it wasn’t done so under duress. She dropped the quill and stepped away
from the table.


“Kate,” she said out loud and reeled at
the sound of her own voice. It felt loud in the room around her, with only the
crisp crackling of the fire and the gentle roar of water from the window. Kate
moved slowly to the fireplace and crouched again, peering through the flames at
the other room directly across from her. She listened. No footsteps responded
to her voice. It was difficult to recognize anything through the fire.


She opened the new door and stepped back
from it, looking into the room. It was the smallest one yet and also the coldest.
There were no candles and the only light came from the fire behind her, pressing
her shadow through the doorway. There was a door to her left that she guessed
led outside. Another door to the right. There were boots on the floor and an
assortment of coats hanging on the wall. She stepped quickly to the right door,
wincing at how cold the floor was under her bare feet.


The next room brought another wave of
details and she felt her mind cataloguing each of them, as if her memory was
working without her consent:


The room was the same size as the study.
There was a counter on either side of her and a large table on the farthest
wall. The fireplace was to her right—she was in the room she had seen through
the bedroom. Buckets of water on the counter. Food. Salted meat. Fruit. Vegetables.
Apples, pears, potatoes, carrots, turnip, and grain. Bowls and cups. Another
fireplace on the wall to the left? No, a cooking hearth, wide and open with its
own chimney above it and empty pots on the floor around it. A kitchen.


She grabbed her head with both hands.
The image of the chandelier came crashing back to her as she thought about the
extra fireplace when the center one could have served equally well. When the
disorientation passed, she stepped to the right wall and studied the stone
carefully. There were hooks hammered deeply into the stone but the column was
thick and wide, so much that she was certain the hooks didn’t break through the
inner chimney. There were other pots and pans hanging on the hooks but the
opening was too low to use for cooking. She didn’t understand.


The dining area was on the far side of
the room and there was more food on the table. She felt like a list was being
calculated and checked as she scanned the table top. More food. She took an
apple and bit into it and then immediately spat it out. The taste was
disgusting and she looked down at the fruit expecting it to be rotten. The
flesh of it was ripe and juicy, still appetizing to her eyes but the sour taste
felt like an unwanted invader on her tongue. Did she keep apples when she
didn’t like them? For guests? Or was it a change, a result of the poison? There
were many apples on the table. She frowned.


There was another door that led to what
she suddenly knew was the final room. She hadn’t remembered but rather judged
the dimensions of the house based on how the walls had been. She would have
been impressed with herself if she wasn’t set on guard as she put her hand on
the door handle. The last room would be the only place another person could be.
She pushed open the door prepared for a fight and, to her surprise, she was
deeply calm about that possibility.


The last room was directly opposite the
study. The only light came from the opening to the central fireplace. The room
was packed with items and tools and their shadows were layered and cast over
one another. There was no other person that she could see hiding in the room,
but it wasn’t until she stepped inside and was certain that she found herself
surveying the items properly. It looked like a workshop.


There were five wooden frames against
the outer wall. Two of them were empty, while the other three had animal skins
stretched over and pinned into the wood. Sheepskin, she somehow knew, along
with the method to prepare them into parchment. There were more hides on the
floor that she didn’t recognize. Tools, knives, mallets, swords, and a pile of
leather armor. There were scattered blotches of blood on the floor next to
small, tidy piles of sawdust. Firewood was neatly stacked between the farthest
wall and the fireplace. A horsehair broom rested in a corner next to another
door that led outside. The window next to it still showed that it was late
evening. She turned and walked back where she came from.


Kate closed each door behind her until
she was back in the study. She pulled out books at random from the shelves and
leafed through them. Almost all of them were in her own handwriting. Some were
even illustrated and she gawked at the detail, simultaneously hoping she was
responsible out of pride, and hoping she wasn’t so she didn’t dare have to live
up to that standard. There were pictures of monsters and animals, with
different body parts in excruciating detail. Teeth, fangs, and organs. She
stopped on a section and shuddered at the drawing: a beautiful human girl and
then the same girl a monster, her mouth caked in blood. A vampire, she read,
and had not the faintest idea about what a vampire could be.


She closed the book and moved onto
others. She found nothing detailing the poison that she had supposedly
administered to herself. Then, the thought was gone as she took a book down
from a new shelf. She opened it up and saw the same handwriting detailing days
and events. The intention of keeping a record was stated often. She flipped
through the pages quickly. There was a series of numbers at the top of each
entry. She remembered the concept of days and dates but had no point of
reference to determine the age of each entry.


Five more books had been taken down and
then replaced before she remembered. She snatched at the parchment eagerly from
the desk where she had left it. The books were far older than she would have
guessed and she pressed on through them, flipping quickly only looking at the
numbers. There were hundreds of the books, each containing a few years. By the
end she skipped to the last page for the final date until she found the most
recent book; each entry was written by the last iteration of herself, the one
that she had been only hours before.


Immediately she knew something was
wrong. The book was too small. The thick cover compressed too much in her
grasp. She ran her thumb through the pages and stopped when she felt too large
of a gap skip over her skin. There were pages missing. Many pages. Pages had
been torn out seemingly at random from all throughout the book until the last
third all of which had been ripped out and taken. Burned, she guessed.


Do not trust Calder.


There was no mention of the name in the
book. She saw others and she skimmed the paragraphs, names that matched up to
those listed at the end of the note she found. No mention of Calder, like every
page with his name had been surgically removed. She stared back at the fire and
wondered if the pages had been thrown into it.


She closed the book and took it with her
into the bedroom, keeping it apart from the others with the intention of
carefully reading it. The room looked welcoming now that she had explored the
entire house. There were things she saw that she had missed when she had woken
up, drawn so quickly to the note on the door. There were clothes and a pair of
shoes on the floor. On the bedside table, behind the book and candle, was a
small hand mirror. She sat on the bed and reached for the mirror.


There had been hundreds of books. She
expected to see an ancient, worn face as she turned the mirror. Instead, she
saw a youthful woman. There was scarcely a line or wrinkle on her face, save
faint ones from the corner of her nose. Her eyes were green and looked as young
as the rest of her, with no years of wisdom or experience hidden behind them.
Her hair was a dark chestnut brown and blended with the dark walls around her.
She had no opinion of her image, dumbstruck above all consideration that she
didn’t recognize her own reflection.


You are far older and far stronger than
you appear, she recalled, and began to squeeze the
metal handle of the mirror. She felt something give and put her other hand on
the back of it, applying what she thought was a small amount of pressure and
seeing the metal bend easily from her strength. She stopped and looked at the
damage she had inflicted on the item. The iron below the glass was pale and
strained. She straightened it just as easily, afraid it would snap as she did
so. She placed the mirror back on the table.


She ran her hands down each of her arms
and then placed them together in her lap. Like her appearance, what she felt
didn’t make sense. She knew, like she had known the sheepskin and how to read words
on a page, that her muscles were not large enough to do what she had done to
the mirror. Her arms did not bulge underneath her sleeves, and yet they felt
firm under her fingertips. She had looked slender and delicate in her
reflection, but she felt strong and heavy now, as though her flesh was packed
denser than it should have been.


The fire swayed in her eyes as it had
when she had woken up. She stared at it again.


Who am I?
Kate thought to herself. More importantly, what am I?


 


 


* * *


 


 


There
were no dreams of lost memories. No recollections of past lives. The effects of
the poison were permanent and her dreamless sleep was no comfort.


There was a noise. A crackling or
popping. The fire? She opened her eyes and saw that the room was dark,
save a sliver of cold light coming from the fireplace. The wood had burned
away  and even the smouldering ash had extinguished itself. Still, the noise.
Not a popping, but something being struck.


“Kate?” a voice called when the noise
stopped. The word was muffled through the walls of the house. She sat numbly on
the bed before she remembered that it was her name.


She got up and opened the door. The
study was full of light from the window, but it was still cold without the
fire. She moved quickly to the far door and into the small entrance vestibule
of the house. She was wearing a plain, buttonless tunic and pants made of the
same thin material. The coats were still hanging on the wall and she grabbed
one and pulled it over her tunic. Her feet were cold and she reached for a pair
of boots when the door began to knock again. She froze in place and turned to
it.


“Hello?” she asked and felt ridiculous.


“It’s me. Open up. Since when do you
lock your door?” the voice was a man’s and the door rattled after he spoke, as
if to confirm what he said.


“Me who?”


“Calder. Who else? Is something wrong?”


Kate narrowed her eyes. A
coincidence? Some part of her, an analytical part that had lived through
the poison, was screaming that something was wrong but was vague about the
details. She weighed her options. This Calder may be responsible for her poison
and the missing pages in the books, but then the note didn’t make sense. Why
would he have left her alone when she was poisoned and vulnerable? However, if
he wasn’t responsible, then why were the pages removed?


Or maybe you removed them,
the thought came suddenly. Maybe you weren’t a good person, but you would
still have your best interests even if you weren’t. Maybe Calder knows
something that you did and is a threat. What kind of a person knows how to make
poison?


She unbarred the door and opened it
slowly. Her body tensed and was ready to slam it closed if the man rushed
inside to strike her. He did no such thing, remaining stationary and looking
directly at her. It was her own senses that came to attack instead, bombarding
her like they had the night before:


Hands first. Gloves. Leather. Holding
nothing. Weapon on his hip—short sword, left side, right handed. Stance tense,
expecting a fight, but not a physical one. Face now. Hair brown, eyes brown,
beard brown. Three days growth. Usually shaven, skin underneath is uniformly
tanned. Eyes red and heavy. Drunk? No. Tired. Worried. Nervous. Pouch on his
belt. No knife. Pants. Boots. Bulge around right ankle. Knife. Boots are clean.
Didn’t circle the house before knocking.


She exhaled and found that she had been
holding her breath. She shook her head from the strain of it. The back of her
eyes were throbbing. She leaned against the door and stared at him.


“I’m sorry,” Calder said immediately.


No movement of his hands. Mouth
twitched, almost a smile. Eyes not looking away. Didn’t shift on his feet.
Honest.


She tightened her grip on the door
handle as if she could choke herself to stop the flood of perception.


“You told me to leave you alone for a
while,” he continued. “I’m not here for me. We don’t have to talk about what
happened. The town sent me. Something has been slaughtering some livestock up
in the hills. It’s just a troll, only one and probably small, but you know what
they’re like. Why risk some guards when you live so close.”


She nodded once and wanted to blurt out
that she didn’t know what he was talking about. What was a troll? She wanted to
close the door, get the fire burning, and read every single book she could
find. Had that been the plan all along? Was that why he had been told to leave
her alone? Why were they on speaking terms at all if she wasn’t supposed to
trust him?


“Okay,” she said. “Let me get ready.”


He stepped forward before she could
close the door. She calmed herself and managed to suppress her inner processing
to merely noting that he was used to waiting for her inside. He closed the door
behind himself and she turned only when his back was to her, quickly opening
the kitchen door and stepping inside before he could see her. She hurried
through to the workshop, naturally counting his footsteps as he followed slowly
behind her. She struggled against it at first, trying to ignore the mental
tally that she was keeping until she succumbed to it, realizing that she was
paranoid without it. She needed to know where everyone and everything was at
all times, and felt at ease when she accepted it. He took seven steps while she
was in the workshop, enough that he made it to the kitchen table.


“You kept the apples?” he called through
the door. “But you hate them.” He sounded pleased.


Not so different then.


Kate looked around the room and still had
no idea what a troll was. She thought of the books from the night before, with
their pages of creatures and monsters. A small, weak one if Calder was so
casual about it. Routine work for someone like her, she guessed. The leather
armor she had seen the night before looked well used in the light of day. There
was dried blood on it and she took that as a good sign. She took off her coat
and strapped the chest piece over her tunic, tightening its belts until she
couldn’t breathe. She loosened them and felt like she squirmed beneath the
leather rather than it moving with her. She fiddled with the buckles until she
was satisfied.


The armored pants were easier, with only
a single strap around her waist. She tapped her knuckles against the coarse
surface of the armor and had no idea if the resistance it offered was good or
not. Her forearms were exposed and the leather was thinner around her legs, but
her movement felt unrestricted as she stepped forward.


There were five swords on the floor. Two
short, one long, and two in between. She picked up each of them and swung them
awkwardly, one at a time, gleaning no information from any of them.


I had forgotten how to use a blade.


She chose one of the medium length
swords, about a third longer than the one Calder had at his hip. The sword
looked to be in the best condition out of the five, still rough at the base of
the blade but sharper closer to the tip. There was a simple strap on the belt
that she carefully threaded the blade through, shifting the handle of the
weapon when it reached the thicker base to work it further through the strap.
Once satisfied that it was secured, she walked back into the kitchen.


“You’re going in that?” Calder asked,
his eyes wide.


“Yes,” she said, surprised by the
stirring in her chest at being challenged. “You said it was just a troll.”


“I know, but,” the last word droned out
of him and then he was quiet. She counted his footsteps back to the front door
while she went to her bedroom cabinet. There were socks and gloves in the top
drawer. She took only the socks and pulled them on, doing the same with a pair
of boots at the front door. Unlike the armor, they fit her perfectly.


She followed him out, closing the door
and preparing a response when she realized she didn’t know how to lock it from
the outside. He said nothing, however, watching her closely as if he was seeing
her for the first time.


“You’re serious about wearing that?” he
asked again.


Kate shrugged and felt the upper straps
tighten around her chest. The lower ones felt too loose. She stepped forward
and felt the sword sway at her hip, the broad side of it hitting her thigh.


“Kate, don’t be like this. Talk to me at
least. It doesn’t have to be about what happened.”


“No,” she said firmly, drawing from the
only source of knowledge that she had: what he had already said to her. “You
said you weren’t here to talk. You’re here for the town. Walk.”


She gestured forward. She had no idea
where she was going and had to rely on him to lead the way.


There was a path leading from the house.
The trees had looked more imposing through the dark windows the night before,
but she saw that they were sparsely strewn around her home. She had either
found a clearing to build the house or cleared it herself. Most of the trees
were devoid of leaves, bony and bare branches reaching up to the sky. The path
was mostly clear of fallen leaves but the occasional one still crunched
underfoot as they walked. They followed the path to the main road and she could
see the river when they reached it. The water was far wider than she expected,
a massive slow moving river that would have taken considerable effort to swim
across. When they reached the road, they turned and walked in the same
direction that the water was flowing.


Calder kept turning to her. It was
distracting, each time making her consciously aware of the tiniest details on
his face. He looked either angry or confused, usually ranging somewhere in between.
She knew for certain that he wasn’t aggressive or a danger to her. If anything,
she surmised he was looking to her for direction. She couldn’t understand why
her note had said not to trust him.


“Tell me about the troll,” she said,
keeping her voice casual.


“It’s a troll,” he said as though he
were talking about one of the trees around him. “Everything I know about them I
learned from you.”


She nodded once. A dead-end, then. No
way to ask anymore without drawing suspicion. She focused on her surroundings
instead, getting her bearings for the area she lived. The direction of the
river meant that she had built her house upstream from the town. The settlement
was visible after only a few minutes of walking, after a gentle incline lead
them out of the trees. She saw the road curve closer to the river and continue
to more than a hundred houses built around the water. Despite the width of the
river, the town had been built on both sides of it, with a colossal bridge
connecting the two halves. On the other side of the town, along the water she
saw the beginning of farmland that stretched farther out than she could see.


The details in the note came back to her
as they neared the town. She tried to remember the list of names at the bottom
and found that the image of the words came effortlessly back to her, as though
she could hold the page to her eyes once more if she only closed them for a
moment. The town of Harkam’s Bridge, with at least thirty names of people that
she knew, their professions, and how they were related.


But no way to know their faces without
asking for their names.


The sword on her belt kept smacking into
her with each step. The area was starting to ache and she rested a hand on the
sword’s handle, keeping it steady as they neared the town. Calder’s face
changed from sullen to cheerful as they entered the streets, and she was
surprised to recognize that it was fake. He smiled with only his mouth and not
the rest of his face; his eyes and cheeks remained gloomy.


The townsfolk gave her a variety of
looks as they passed. Some greeted her by name and smiled, whereas an equal
amount of others glared and shook their heads. It was then that she began to
grow annoyed with her past self for the lack of preparation. Even with the
reminder that she had asked Calder for time alone, she felt betrayed. Each new
person she passed felt like a potential threat. By the time they reached the
heart of the town, near its central bridge, she was already considering leaving
the house behind. Her past self had built it, not her, and she had not yet
grown attached to it. She could just leave.


A group of children raced up to the two
of them, falling along side them as they walked and darting ahead and then
back. There was a young girl amongst them, Kate guessed no older than ten
years, who stared up at her with adoration. The look of pure recognition
combined with an innocent idolization cut into her sharper than any of Calder’s
looks. This young girl loved her.


“Anabelle,” Calder barked. “You’re not allowed
to cross the bridge.”


That name,
Kate thought, closing her eyes to the list. Calder’s sister. Only sibling. Nothing
else next to her name. How could you leave out that she loved you?


“Mother said I could! Kate hasn’t
visited in so long that she said I could!” she was hopping in front of them,
grinning up at Kate.


“She was here last week,” Calder
grumbled.


“That’s a long time ago! Did my brother
do something to you?”


Kate found herself smiling back at the
girl. Calder looked shocked. For some reason it made her smile wider.


“Are you going to kill the troll?” one
of the children asked.


“Of course!”Anabelle answered for her.
“It’s just a troll!”


“Are you afraid?” another child called
out.


“No!” Again, Anabelle was the one who
answered. “Kate once beat up an ogre with her bare hands!”


“I heard that was because it was drunk,”
the same child taunted.


“So was she!” Anabelle stuck her tongue
out.


Kate kept smiling even as she began to
feel sick. She hadn’t recognized a vampire or a troll, but the word ‘ogre’
conjured a clear image in her head: an oversized man of muscle, three times her
height and several times her weight, and as stupid as it was strong. There was
no way she had bested it in a fistfight. The word drunk rang hollow in her,
sounding foreign and imaginary. She was unsettled by it, a reminder that she was
incomplete and that any word said to her might expose her.


They came to the bridge in the center of
town. It had looked massive in the distance and it was even more impressive up close.
It was wider than the streets: twenty people could have comfortably walked over
it side by side. Stone pillars supported the bridge from underneath, stretching
from beneath the water and holding the bridge high above the river. Kate could
see why Calder had been concerned about the little girl crossing it. The
structure dwarfed the other buildings of the town. Questions burned inside of
her as they neared it. It looked like the bridge had been built first and the
houses had been added later. She was forced to swallow her curiosity as they
stepped onto it.


The children scattered as they crossed
the bridge. Only Anabelle remained. She had wormed one her hands into Kate’s
and another into Calder’s. She walked between them.


“You should visit more,” she said with a
confident nod. “Even if that means kissing my brother.” She scrunched up her
face.


“Anabelle!” he growled.


Kate’s smile vanished as the little girl
ran ahead. She turned to Calder and saw that he looked grim rather than
embarrassed, his mouth a tight line. She looked at him now and saw that he
wasn’t unattractive, but she felt no stirring of desire when she looked over
him. She thought of the missing words, and how she had bitten into the apple,
and wondered if it was another change. Had she once been with the man, and that
was all the note was about? A lover’s quarrel? She felt her face mirror his
expression in contempt of herself, and hoped it wasn’t true. It felt petty and
absurd.


On the other side of the bridge, the
town opened up in a small market. There were stalls lined with food and furs.
There were many objects she didn’t recognize and she managed to keep herself
calm as she passed the merchants. She was either learning to temper her analytical
survey of everything or was becoming used to the sensation as second nature.
They passed a food stall and she tried to recall each of the different
vegetables she had seen. She stumbled on the names of things that she didn’t
know but the image was there all the same. It was only when she gave it
conscious thought that the information pressed and smothered around her.


There was a large building directly
outside the marketplace and Calder stopped at it. There was a sign hanging
above the large, double doors that had a crude painting of a dancing horse,
complete with an overflowing mug inexplicably held in each of its front hooves.
Anabelle was waiting at the door. Calder stepped up to her.


The Dancing Horse,
she recalled from the list. Calder’s parents own the tavern. Their names
weren’t listed next to it. An oversight, or a ploy from my past self to make it
appear that I wasn’t close to them?


Kate went inside.


 


 


There was a large fireplace that
dominated the left wall, its stone spanning from the front windows of the
tavern all the way to the bar. There was a man standing behind it that was
unquestionably Calder’s father. She found the old man handsome, no less so by
his gray hair and weathered face, and wondered if it was circumstance that made
her unable to see the same in his son. She was disappointed that no name came
to her as she watched Calder walk over and begin talking with him. She was too
far to hear them. There were only two others in the tavern, a man and a woman,
huddled at a table next to the fireplace. The fire was a tiny thing so early on
in the day, looking miniaturized in the massive hearth.


Anabelle stayed next to Kate as she
waited by the door. She had no idea why Calder had led her here but didn’t risk
asking any questions. There was a work board on the wall to her right next to
the front doors. She looked over it and saw mostly local work, both offers and
requests, on the right half. On the left were more exotic postings: requests
for deliveries to outside towns and villages, some bounties on thieves, and
listed prices for the heads of monsters wild in the countryside.


“You and my brother had a fight,”
Anabelle said quietly, breaking away Kate’s concentration. “Didn’t you?”


“Maybe,” Kate couldn’t bring herself to
lie to the girl.


“He’s been sad lately,” the girl nodded.
“You should visit anyway.”


The girl walked away and vanished into
the back rooms. Calder was still talking with his father. Out of the corner of
her eye, she could see the man and woman looking at her from the fireplace. She
turned to them and they perked up, waving her over.


“Kate,” the woman said.


Her stomach tensed as she walked to the
table. She ran through the list of names again and again, desperately grasping
for any name that could match the face. Molly? Nettle? Charlotte? Did the woman
look like a Charlotte? What does a Charlotte look like?


“Kate,” the woman repeated. She leaned
forward out of her chair and whispered, as though what she had to say was a
great secret. “What do you know about dragons?”


“I don’t know,” Kate replied naturally,
without thought, and quickly followed: “why do you ask?”


“The port at the end of the river was
attacked,” the man spoke in a similarly hushed voice. “Gallibank, it’s called.
Was called, I should say. It’s not there anymore. Dragon burned it to the
ground.”


“Have you ever killed a dragon?” the
woman asked, her eyes wide and unblinking.


“Don’t be silly, Rose,” the man said
quickly as Kate mentally crossed a name from the list. Her husband was listed
below it, marked as a relation. She glanced to the man’s hand and the ring he
wore, matching the one on Rose’s hand. She grasped the name.


“There hasn’t been a dragon seen in a
thousand years,” the man continued, “let alone slain. Am I right, Kate?”


“Yes, Leo,” Kate said smoothly. “I’ve
never killed one.”


Or know what a dragon is, for that
matter.


The man looked satisfied. Rose huffed.
Calder turned away from the bar and Kate excused herself, meeting him at the
door. He had a few rolled parchments in his hand that he offered to her. She
cocked her head at him.


“Postings,” he said, bewildered. “My
father took the best down from the work board for you, like always. Kate,
what’s the matter?”


“Nothing. Thank you,” she looked down at
the parchments in her hand.


“The troll is in there too,” he mumbled.
“The Rakestrow farm made the post. Do you want me to come with you?”


“Yes,” she said, and found that she
meant it. Rakestrow wasn’t a name on her list and she had seen many farms on
her way into town.


“Okay?” Calder looked at her like he had
just caught her in a contradiction. She turned before he could ask more,
stepping out of the tavern and into the street.


 


 


* * *


 


 


Kate
began to feel sore as she walked. Even holding the sword, it still bounced
against her leg. The armor felt uncomfortable and shifted too much with her
movement, rubbing her skin through her clothes.


She followed Calder out of town and once
again along the river. They passed many fields and farmhouses before coming to
the first major fork in the road. The right turn curved along with the river
while the left diverted from the water and led uphill. Calder stopped at it and
turned to look at her.


“You can make it on your own from here,”
he said simply.


She looked down both sides of the road
and saw the farms continuing in both directions. There were no signs or name
posts anywhere. She nodded.


“Yes, but I’d prefer it if you kept me
company.”


He stared at her for what felt like a
long time. He took two slow steps along the left road, away from the river,
before he stopped again and turned to her. He looked dangerous for the first
time since she saw him, confusion masked with fury.


“No,” he spat. “No, you don’t get to
have it both ways. You’re not being fair.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking
about,” she said, happy to be able to avoid a lie. She had seen the way he had
began to walk. She moved passed him now, slow steps, keeping him in the corner
of her eye while she appeared to look forward.


“You can’t tell me to leave you alone
and then invite me along on the next job like everything is the same. You can’t
have it both ways,” he repeated.


“Then leave,” she glanced back at him
without stopping.


Once again she counted his steps. Two
away from her and then shifting on his heels, scraping the road before rushing
back to her. She tightened her grip on the sword’s handle but he made no
attack, merely catching up to her side and matching her quick pace.


“I just figured it out,” he said. “It
all makes sense now. This charade of yours.”


She felt her chest tighten but she kept
her expression as blank as possible. She smiled.


“Really? And what’s that?”


Kate looked from him and to the farms
they passed as they continued to walk. He didn’t answer immediately, taking the
time to formulate his answer. She raced for some possible counter if he accused
her of not remembering anything, or preparing for how he might take advantage
of it. She saw that his eyes twitched when he was deep in thought. Several
times he opened his mouth and then closed it.


“You’re punishing me,” Calder said
finally, in a small voice. “You’re proving that you don’t need me, as if I have
ever doubted that for a second. It explains everything. I understand it but
it’s cruel, you know. You could have just said that you didn’t want to work
together in addition to,” he paused, closed his eyes, and let out a breath
through his teeth, “you know, everything else.”


“I’m not,” she said reflexively.


Dancing around saying anything permanent
was beginning to tire her. She looked ahead and saw the path diverge again.
Calder turned off the road and up to the house it led to. She guessed it was
the Rakestrow farm and she only needed to buy a little more time. If she could
get through finding the troll and killing it without exposing herself, she
would have time to read through all of her own history before making a
decision. She could decide then if she wanted to banish this man from her life.
She didn’t even know what he had done.


“Really?” he said bitterly. “Why else
would you be wearing that shoddy armor and that sword? They don’t even fit you
right. Hell, Kate, you didn’t even put it on properly. What else is that but a
deliberate display that you don’t need me? The great slayer Kate doesn’t even
need the right armor or a good blade to kill her targets! You didn’t bring any
potions or oil to burn the body! You don’t need them! If you don’t need them
then why the fuck do you need me? It’s your cruel way of showing me that I’m
not wanted.”


The road continued upward into the
hills. There was a fence on either side of them. There were a few goats to the
left and many more sheep to the right. The smell was foul and the sound of them
bleating grew louder as they walked farther up. There was a higher
concentration of the animals closer to the farmhouse. She could see a man near
the house in the distance. She stopped and turned to Calder.


“Maybe, but I’m not,” she hesitated,
trying to grasp at any other explanation that wasn’t either the truth or
something to alienate him permanently. “I’m not,” she repeated and then a
scream came from the road ahead of them.


They both turned in unison. The troll
was visible in the field and let out another scream. It sounded like something
being violently torn to pieces. The monster was massive, made larger by
Calder’s insistence that a lone troll was a simple job for her. She had
expected something no larger than the sheep around her, a nuisance like a wolf
that was sneaking in on all fours during the night and feeding on the flock.
The troll was no such thing.


The creature stood on two legs like a
human. Even hunched forward it was over three meters tall and she couldn’t
accurately guess its size if it were to stand up straight. Its muscles were
long and thin, stretched over its skeleton like its bones had grown faster than
the rest of it. She saw no weapons in its hands, but she quickly saw her error
in that assessment: its hands were its weapons, long meaty fingers that ended
in thick claws.


The sheep scattered away from it and
bolted toward the farmhouse. The troll moved faster than any of them, taking
long strides and snatching up the slowest of the animals. Its claws pincered
around the sheep’s sides and it was lifted up easily. The monster snapped its
head down quickly on the sheep’s neck, tearing out its throat and spitting it
onto the grass.


“Kate,” Calder said. “Kate!”


She stood still and watched as the
creature tossed the dead animal to the ground. It hadn’t noticed the two of
them on the road but it had seen the farmer standing near the house. It resumed
its chase, picking up speed faster than Kate would have guessed for something
so large. It was on the farmer in seconds. He was holding a pitchfork and gave
the monster a brief fight, stabbing forward with the tool and forcing the troll
to back away for a moment. It tilted its head at him, regarding him as a curiosity
rather than a threat. 


The farmer lunged forward and impaled
the monster with the pitchfork, all three prongs deeply embedded into its
stomach. Kate felt a wave of relief before once again feeling sick, watching
the troll continue to move forward like it had suffered no injury at all. It
pulled the tool from out of its torso, snapped it with one hand, and then
tossed it aside. It pierced forward with its own claws, skewering the farmer
and then ripping out its throat like it had done to the sheep.


“Fuck!” Calder shouted. “Fuck, fuck!”


The troll heard him. It sniffed the air
in their direction before turning. It looked over them and then behind itself
at the cluster of sheep that were cowering against the fence as far away from
the monster as they possibly could. It shrugged then, throwing the farmer’s
body over its shoulder and walking back to the sheep it had killed. It did the
same thing to the animal’s body, draping it over its other shoulder and then
strolling casually over the field, stepping over the fence without stopping and
disappearing into the trees farther up in the hills.


“That wasn’t a small troll,” Calder
spoke rapidly. “That wasn’t small at all, right? That was a big one. The
biggest I’ve ever seen on its own. Oh fuck Thomas Rakestrow is dead. Fuck,
fuck.”


Kate’s hand was holding the sword so
tightly that her hand was beginning to hurt. She looked down and saw her
knuckles were white from the strain of it. It was enough for her to realize
that she had been holding her breath. She exhaled and felt her heart race. She
closed her eyes and inhaled quickly.


“You’ve made your point,” he went on. “You’ve
made your point, see? I noticed the armor and no potions and the wrong sword.
Message received, Kate, now go home and get the proper things. No need to go
and try to fight that fucking thing without the proper gear.”


She opened her eyes and took a step
toward the farm.


“You’ve made your point!” he repeated.


She didn’t stop until she had vaulted
over the fence and was standing on the grass. The sheep were still huddled on
the other side of the field even though the troll was out of sight. There was
blood on the grass, a trail leading from the house and to where the sheep’s
corpse had been. There was a chunk of something in the blood, like a mixture of
flesh and bone, a piece of the man’s esophagus that she couldn’t discern from
the blood.


Calder was behind her. She was feeling
something different rush through her now, something close to when she would
have details of a room or a person blaze into her eyes. The man was dead. She
closed her eyes and saw it again. The troll’s claws through his chest, probably
killing him then, and then the monster’s jaws through the man’s neck and the
spray of blood that came with the stretching skin and sinew.


The man was dead and she had stood there
and let it happen, after she was the one that the town had gone to solve the
problem. The one that the town had thought so skilled and experienced that the
job was beneath her, a routine extermination like it was mundane vermin. The
Kate she had been before wouldn’t have stood and watched the man be killed. She
knew that for certain, not from remembering, but from now deducing why Calder
looked at her like she was the one in charge, the one to be respected.


And how when she turned to him now, he
was looking like he didn’t recognize her.


“I’m going after it now, before it can
kill anyone else,” she said firmly, and only then learned it was true. Someone
was dead because of her, because she drank the poison and wasn’t able to live
up to her role in the town. They thought her capable of this task and she would
prove whether she was or not in the attempt.


Kate once beat up an ogre with her bare
hands.


I had forgotten how to use a blade.


“It’s injured” she spoke again, more to
herself than to Calder. “It couldn’t have gotten far. I just need to finish
what the farmer started.”


“Farmer?” Calder blurted out. “The troll
will have regenerated by now.”


She turned and looked at him.


“I remember what you taught me, even if
you don’t want to hunt with me anymore,” he said defensively.


She walked forward without answering
him. He followed behind her. The trail of blood lessened until they neared
where the sheep had been killed, where it stopped in a large pool and then
continued on thicker than before. She followed it to the far fence and jumped
over where she had seen the troll effortlessly stride over the barrier. The
blood continued for a few more steps until it diminished around the first trees
of the forest that the farm land had been built toward.


Tracking the troll wasn’t difficult for
her, but she wasn’t sure if it was a skill she had retained or that the troll
was simply easy to track. She guessed the creature was at least three hundred
kilograms and that wasn’t including the fully grown man and sheep it had over
its shoulders. The indentations its feet left in the earth were deep and well
defined, not to mention the plethora of broken branches and disturbed foliage
it had thoughtlessly barged its way through.


She continued to loosen and tighten her
grip on her sword as she walked, trying to coax out some measure of familiarity
of using the blade. When none of her muscle memories were stimulated, she tried
to remind herself that writing had been impossible to do when she made
conscious effort. She hadn’t thought of how to read or walk or talk or
interpret Calder’s expressions, she had just done it. As she gripped the sword,
she somehow doubted the same would hold true for using the weapon.


Calder remained silent as he followed
her. He stopped often, seeing something in the trees and bushes that she walked
passed. She looked back at him each time and only slowed, not stopped, until he
resumed following her.


“You must be determined if you’re
passing all of this,” he muttered, barely loud enough for her to hear.


The trees receded for a few paces before
the ground began to decline. There was a gentle slope that became more severe
near the bottom where the ground leveled out and continued. Kate saw where the
soil had been scraped clean as something large had slid down it and then turned
after landing, walking to the immediate left instead of continuing forward. She
followed the tracks before sliding down, tracing them with her eyes until they
stopped at a rock formation to the left at the bottom of the slope.


She kept her balance easily as she
descended, hopping the final meter or so and landing comfortably on her feet.
Calder stumbled behind her but didn’t fall, bracing himself with his hands when
he hit the ground. She walked farther away from where she landed before turning
to face the rocks, not wanting to walk in front of them if the troll was
waiting. There was an opening, a cave, and the trail led down into it.


“That’s odd,” Calder remarked. “Trolls
can’t see well in the dark.”


“I know that.”


“Of course you do,” he said genuinely.
“I’ll come in with you.”


“No,” she said. If she was about to find
out she had forgotten how to fight, it would be without endangering another.
“Wait out here.”


He made a noise, something like a grunt,
but Kate ignored it and moved forward. The cave abruptly turned a few steps in
and she was quickly out of his sight but also in complete darkness. She stopped
and grabbed the sword from her belt and pulled it out. The handle came up with
her hand but so did the strap; she had lodged it in too firmly when she had
forced the blade through the opening. The blunt part of the blade stayed
stubbornly inside until she held the belt down firmly with her other hand. She twisted
the blade awkwardly and then yanked it free, causing her to lash out wildly in
the dark when it suddenly gave to her strength. The sword smacked into the wall
next to her and a violent ringing echoed through the cave, buzzing her ears and
she froze in place.  She held her breath and could hear only her heart beat as
she waited for some reaction from the troll, a screech at hearing the noise.
Nothing.


You’re fine. No fatal mistakes yet.
Don’t think, just do. Don’t think.


Kate continued forward. Her eyes had
adjusted to the little light the cave had but it was still difficult to make out
where she was going. She stopped every few steps and listened for anything like
breathing, hearing nothing each time. A few more steps and she stopped again.
She heard trickling water but nothing else. A few more steps and she flinched
as a gust of air brushed passed her, thinking it was the monster’s breath
exhaling directly into her face. She stepped forward and saw light. She turned
her head back the way she came, foolishly thinking she could somehow see if she
had been turned around.


The sound of running water was louder as
she neared the light. She hadn’t been able to hear that at the cave’s entrance.
Instinctively, she crouched down and continued forward as close to the cave’s
floor as she could. She crept slowly closer to the light until she could see
where it was coming from, staying as cloaked as possible in the dark. The cave
opened up, she saw, into a section without a roof. She couldn’t tell if it had
collapsed a long time ago, but she could see trees high above the opening after
her eyes scanned up the rocky walls and the earth that sat above them. Roots
protruded out of the soil around the room. If she had been standing above and
looking down, she would have thought it was a pit.


The area was large but had no other
exits or tunnels leading from it. The middle of the pit had been cleared away,
either by the troll or some previous occupant. The rocks had been pushed to the
outside walls of the area, and there were the remnants of a fire in the middle
of the space. The corpse of the sheep and the farmer had been dumped
unceremoniously next to the ash and charred pieces of wood. Kate couldn’t see
the troll anywhere and crept forward until the entire pit was visible. The
troll was gone.


She stood upright slowly and walked into
the light. There were bones strewn around the troll’s den. There were piles of
filth next to them. Several sheep skulls and those of other animals she
couldn’t recognize. A skull of another troll, she guessed, and at least one
heap of human bones and its skull neatly placed on top as if it was on display.
The pit was large but had no hiding places for something the size of the troll.
It wasn’t there.


She looked back into the cave where she
had come from and that’s when she heard it: a low growl coming from above. She
saw the feet first, its chipped claws extending over the rim of the pit. Its
arms were full of snapped branches, freshly torn from the trees around the pit
it had climbed out of it. The troll stared mutely down at her for a moment
while they exchanged glances, as if neither could believe what they were
seeing, before the monster erupted.


The firewood was tossed into the air and
the troll roared as it fell. She saw no evidence of the wound the pitchfork had
left in its stomach but it moved too quickly for her to ponder on its recovery,
diving down into its lair and bearing down on Kate, its intruder. She held the
sword out as the monster lumbered toward her, as if the weapon would somehow magically
ward it off. If anything, the monster only increased its speed.


Don’t think, just do. Don’t think, just
do. Don’t think, just do.


The sword felt foreign in her hands, but
it wasn’t heavy. Her body was used to holding it. She stood and watched as the
troll raised its claws to slash at her, an overhead attack that would come down
and puncture her skull. She stared, transfixed, as it moved its claws, at first
paralyzed by indecision and then by the rapid processing of what was happening
in front of her.


Just do.


Claws up. Coming down. Torso vulnerable.
Doesn’t think you’re a threat. Drive forward. Sword first, into its chest, push
it down. It’s strong. You’re stronger. Lunge into it. Pin it down, roll away,
grab sword.


The troll’s claws were above its head.
She led with the blade as she charged forward, putting her weight against the
sword and thrusting off the stone floor with all the strength in her legs. The
claws stayed above the troll’s head as the sword pierced through its stomach,
directly below its sternum. The monster toppled backwards from the force she
put into it, sliding the sword in deeper as she fell forward with it, skewering
it to the floor. The troll thrashed instantly as its back collided with the
stone, slashing wildly with its arms and legs. She rolled away without losing
any momentum from her forward thrust, dodging its attacks easily and then
spinning back, grabbing the sword’s hilt and yanking it free before the troll
could pull it out and use it against her.


It’s bleeding black, liver punctured.
Heart now. Through the ribs. It’ll charge. Step to the side. Spin, slash its
back, Duck, step, duck, spin and parry with the blade. Twist. Then strike.


Kate pressed off her right foot and
launched herself to the left as the troll crashed into the wall behind her. She
turned as she landed, slicing cleanly along the troll’s back and ripping the
flesh along its spine. It screeched and snapped around on its heels, raking its
claws in the air at her head; she was already ducking, then hopped back away
from its second attack, and ducked the third. She spun on her heels as she
stood upright, coming around to face the troll’s attack with the blade vertical
in front of her, meeting its claws with the sharp edge of the blade. The sword
slid between its claws and carved through the webbing between its thick
fingers, halving its hand in two all the way down to the wrist. She wrenched
the blade in her hand, splitting the wound wider and the troll howled in agony.
She yanked the blade free then, elbow behind her head in an instant and then
back forward in the next, plunging the blade into the monster’s chest, through
its heart, and out of its back.


Blood splattered the wall behind the
troll as the blade emerged. Its screaming stopped as its lungs filled with
blood and flooded out of its mouth. It went limp on the blade and then fell to
the floor, taking the sword from Kate’s hand with it. She blinked once and
found that she was panting, out of breath and her heart beating so fast she
could feel it in her ears and temples. She looked down at her hands like they
weren’t hers, capable of more than she was and belonging to someone else.


She yanked the blade free of the troll’s
corpse. It was still twitching even after it died, and she thought nothing of
it as she walked slowly back into the cave. The blade was covered in the monster’s
thick blood, an unblended mix of red and green like the two colors had been
braided in strands together rather than whisked into one uniform color. It
dribbled on the floor of the cave as she walked but she didn’t notice until she
was back outside, standing at the entrance in front of Calder.


“You killed it then,” he said, nodding
at the sword.


“Yes,” she said quietly.


“Without me,” he added.


Kate stared at him. Questions were ready
to burst out of her now. Her body felt like the blade had, foreign and wrong,
misused and worn wrong like the armor she had haphazardly strapped on over her
clothes.


“How are you going to harvest it?”
Calder added.


“What do you mean?”


“You always harvest a troll’s organs and
its blood,” once again he was looking at her like he was explaining something
as simple as the weather. “You didn’t bring any oil so you must have chopped
its head off to stop it from regenerating. The blood will be ruined by the time
we get back. We should have gone home for the jars first.”


Her fingers tensed around the hilt of
the sword. She stared at him and felt numb.


The troll will have regenerated by now.


She turned as the roar came out of the
cave. The troll was slouching out and into the light. The wounds on its chest
were already healed. She saw its claws, part of its right one still hanging
loose and flapping against itself as it staggered toward them. She heard the
sound of Calder drawing his sword cleanly from its sheath. She moved without
thought, in tandem with the barrage of directions that came into her head now
instead of responding to them.


She took a step forward with her right foot and then turned on it,
bringing the blade over her shoulder and cleaving through the troll’s attack.
The blade felt as light as air in her hands, severing the troll’s arms from the
rest of its body as it sliced through them. She used both hands in the final
advance, swinging the blade horizontally in front of her and through the
troll’s neck. The head popped off in a shower of red and green blood, launched
away from its body and rolling when it hit the ground as if it had been knocked
off rather than cut.


The troll’s body collapsed once again,
spluttering blood out of its exposed neck but finally dead for certain. She
turned and saw Calder staring at her, eyes wide and then quickly narrowed. He
took a step to her, still holding the sword at his side. He took one more step
and then raised it at her.


“Who are you?”


She closed her eyes. So close.
She silently cursed herself. One mistake, right at the end, so close.


“Who are you!” he roared.


“Kate. I’m Kate,” she opened her eyes.


“No, no you’re not. Kate would never have
made that mistake. It’s a troll. The first thing she ever taught me to hunt.
The first thing we ever killed together, protecting this town. Over and over
she told me, burn it when it falls. Failing that, cut off the head. No, what
are you?”


She stared back at him. She lowered the
sword to her side. He took another step forward, pointing the sword closer to
her chest, taking the opening like she hoped he would. She struck her fastest
yet, the sword a blur even to her own eyes as she knocked Calder’s weapon
cleanly out of his hand. It landed somewhere to the side, clanging on the
ground before it came to a rest.


“I’m not going to hurt you,” she said
softly.


“What did you do with Kate?” his mouth
was curled up in fury. “How did you take her place? She always said
shapeshifters weren’t real, they didn’t exist, but she had to be wrong. What
did you do to her? Tell me that at least,” his cheeks were flushed and his eyes
were close to tearing.


No way around it now,
she thought and hated that it was true. She lowered the sword once again and
began to explain. She left nothing out, telling him about the previous night
and morning with every detail that she had witnessed. His expression sobered
quickly at the mention of the poison and then furled up again at the line about
not trusting him. He had slumped down against a tree by the end of it. She had
placed the sword on the ground and leaned against the rock wall of the cave.


“That explains a lot,” he murmured.
“Whatever it is you’re wearing. I think we took that armor from bandits months
ago. You were going to take it apart for scraps. The sword, too. I thought you
were punishing me.”


“Why? What happened between the two of
you? Why not trust you?”


“The two of you?” he repeated, tasting
the words. “Here I was relieved that you weren’t an imposter but in a way my
Kate is still dead isn’t she?”


Calder looked over at her. His eyes were
filling with tears again. The reality of what she had told him finally sinking
in. The expression she had seen on his face many times that day was back and
she suddenly knew that it hadn’t been anger she was witnessing but pain.


“You really don’t remember anything? We
went to Bancroft’s Dam last year. We found the vampires and garvores in the
sewers. No? The ogre that attacked the town six months ago? Further back then,”
his eyes were twitching again as he thought rapidly. “The ghoul of Charn. The
giant boar of Newmark?”


She shook her head.


“Eight years ago. The gramarg of
Latterton?”


“I don’t even know what a gramarg is,
Calder,” she said gently. “Or any of those places you keep naming.”


“Nothing. Gone. Why would she do this?”


“I told you about the note. She said it
was necessary. That she’s, I’ve, done it many times before.”


“Bullshit,” he snapped. “Bullshit!
You’re older than you look. Your potions help that. Even I’m older than I look
thanks to those, but you’re not that old, Kate. She was lying. She would
have told me.”


“Just like she told you about wiping her
memory this time?”


“No. We came back home. She said she
wanted some time alone after what happened,” his words trailed off. He had been
scowling at her but his expression turned vacant, staring off for a moment and
then looked back at her. “That’s why she did it. Varis. Do you remember Varis?”


“Is that a person or a monster?”


“Both, she’s both. Varis. Think. Nothing?”


Kate shook her head.


“Fuck!” he shouted suddenly, his voice
echoing back around them. “So you get to forget and I’m stuck with it? Fuck!
Fuck you! Fuck her!”


“What happened? Tell me. Who is this
Varis?”


“No,” he put his hands on the tree trunk
behind him and pulled himself upright.


“Calder,” she said, harsher than she
knew she could.


“No,” he repeated. “You thought it was
important enough to erase all of your memories to forget. I’m not going to
replace the one thing you wanted to be rid of.”


She felt her teeth scrape together,
another automatic response that grated on her nerves. She watched him walk
toward the cave.


“What are you doing?”


“Rakestrow’s body,” he sighed. “They’ll
want to bury it.”


Kate stayed quiet as he left. She stared
at the troll’s corpse as she waited.


 


 


* * *


 


 


Calder
carried the body. He refused to let Kate help. They stopped at the farm. Kate
waited outside while Calder spoke with Thomas Rakestrow’s wife. He said little
when he came out and even less as they walked back into town.


They didn’t stop at the tavern or the
market. Calder’s glare was enough to even keep Anabelle away from buzzing
around Kate. They crossed the bridge and left town on the other side, following
the same road they had earlier back to Kate’s house. He stood with her at the
door still mentally weighing things before he spoke; his eyes and face visibly
showed when he was thinking, a trait that Kate was growing to like.


“What are you going to do?” he asked
finally.


“I don’t know.”


“Are you going to stay here?”


“I don’t know.”


“Are you going to continue killing
monsters?”


“Calder, I don’t know.”


He put his hand on the front door and
stepped into the house before she could protest. She followed him into the
study and watched while he pressed his hands to the wall next to the fireplace,
the only wall in the room that wasn’t covered in shelves or a bookcase. She
heard something click, responding to the pressure from his hands, and then part
of the wall slid apart from the rest of it.


There was a hidden compartment, a meter
long and half again that wide and deep. There were four pairs of hangars
attached inside, with blades on the top three. The lowest one was empty. The
swords were the same length as the one on her hip but that was where the
similarities ended. Calder took one of them from the compartment and held it up
for her. He unsheathed it slowly, showing the beautiful blade that flourished
in the light around it, near shimmering with how well its surface was
maintained.


He sheathed the sword and held it out to
her. The hilt felt perfect in her hand. There were straps of cloth wrapped
tightly around the handle so she didn’t have to hold the sword so tightly. The
blade felt more like a balanced extension of her arm rather than the awkward
hunk of metal the sword at her hip had felt. She wondered if that was why it
had felt so foreign to her right up until she was forced to use it.


She put the sword back in the compartment.
She wondered at the empty hangar for a moment before Calder was moving again,
opening the door to her bedroom and walking in without asking for permission.
She followed him once again and saw that he already had his hands on another
wall, the one that the room shared with the workshop. A larger compartment was
revealed this time, and he stepped aside for her to see it.


There were two sets of armor hanging
within the wall. It explained the lack of a doorway, she thought. Like the
blade, the armor put the set she was wearing to shame. There were several more
straps and separate pieces for her shoulders, upper arms, wrists, thighs, and
shins. There were matching boots at the bottom of the compartment. All of the
pieces were a dark brown, almost black like her hair. There were no patterns or
embroidery on the leather, just simple layers of protective armor that she
could already see would fit her precise measurements.


“Who made these?” she asked, suddenly
realizing how stupid she looked in what she was currently wearing. It was a
wonder that Calder took so long to call her out on not knowing what she was
doing.


“You did,” he said, cocking his head at
her. “You didn’t look outside the house, I assume.”


She shook her head. Already she was
looking around the room for any other potential hiding places. Something still
nagged at her about the state of the room. Something was missing, she just
didn’t know what. There were clothes on the floor. An empty wooden bath in one
corner. The bed’s blankets were still a mess from when she had abruptly woken
up that morning. She looked at Calder.


“You’ve been in here before, then.”


“Many times,” he said without smiling.


“I’m sorry.”


“It’s not you I’m angry at. It’s who you
were before that I’m having trouble forgiving.”


He walked around her and out of the
room. She followed after him but he moved quickly through the study and out the
front door. She watched him leave down the path without looking back. Despite
herself, she felt guilty.


Do not trust Calder.


She closed the door.


 


 


There
was an extension at the back of the house where she found what Calder
mentioned. Stones had been placed from the back wall of the house and the roof
extended to be supported by two thin pillars a few meters out. There was a
large, circular hearth and a variety of objects and tools around it. She didn’t
recognize them and it wasn’t until later when she found her notes on working
metal that she could identify all of the parts of the forge: the bellows, the
cooling tank, the different sections and uses of the anvil, and the seemingly
endless hammers and tongs scattered around it.


She was almost certain that her
knowledge of using the forge had been lost. She tried not to think of what
other skills had been taken by the poison. She carried piles of wood into the
house instead, starting up the main fireplace and the cooking hearth in the
kitchen. There had been no time for breakfast when Calder had arrived that
morning and she hadn’t eaten the night before. The day had caught up with her
and, as much as she wanted to start reading through the books in the study, her
growling stomach took priority.


The kitchen was kept in the same orderly
pristine condition as the study. Everything looked to be in its rightful place,
in a system that eluded her. She felt like she was rifling around a stranger’s
kitchen as she prepared a simple meal of porridge. The basics of cooking seemed
to still be present in her mind but no more than that. She reasoned that she
simply never learned more than what was necessary.


She ate at the table and then left the
dirty pot and bowl for later. She considered disposing of the many apples
around the kitchen but set it aside, eager to enter the study. There were too
many unanswered questions and too many inconsistencies. She knew that either
the note or Calder was lying to her, or at the very least her past self had
kept things from the man. Book after book detailing her exploits and day to day
life seemed to lend itself to Calder being kept in the dark, and she decided to
investigate that before anything else.


There were rolls of empty parchments in
the drawers of the desk near her bedroom door. She kept track of her findings
between each book, quickly noting down the different dates and the length of
the gaps between each entry. There was at least one record for every month of
each year that she read through, even if the month’s details were mundane
things. It was dark outside when she had finally worked her way backwards from
the most recent journals. She was now certain that at least half of the book
had been systematically cleansed of any mention of Calder, but it was the
oldest dates that now gave her pause. She stared at the numbers again and again,
hoping that they would begin to make sense. They didn’t.


Eight hundred and sixty-seven. I am
eight hundred and sixty-seven years old.


The oldest book began with no
introduction either, no dubious opening or remarks about a newly started
journal. It read like yet another continuation in a long series, like every
other volume did. She searched through the rest of the shelves and found no
others. The journals were kept rigidly apart from the other texts and she found
none older.


She read the most recent journal in its
entirety. There were many mentions of things Calder had described. An ogre that
had attacked the town. A den of vampires she had found and exterminated in a
place called Bancroft’s Dam. Pages had been torn out, ruining each of the
narratives as, she guessed, they mentioned Calder’s role in all of them. There
was nothing said about the Varis he had stated. The most recent year had been
ripped out completely.


She began to loathe her past self for
her deceptions even as she wondered if they were necessary. As she read the
other texts, those describing monsters and their qualities, she found that it
was a trend among her past selves. She knew for certain then that Calder was
wrong, she was far older than he had ever been told. The bickering on the pages
was proof enough.


Each of the books began with a picture
of the monster they were devoted to. She read about trolls first. The first
page had an accurate, anatomically correct drawing of the monster and the
second had a more creative, artistic rendition of the beast. The next few pages
had general notes on the monster and then several blank pages for more
information to be added later. After the empty pages was another sketch of a
specific part of the monster. There were more specific notes and then more empty
pages. Another body part followed and the cycle repeated until the end of the
book.


The troll is a fearsome combatant,
the book began. For you, maybe, was scrawled in the margin next to it.


Their size varies considerably between
each individual and their access to sustenance. I have seen some as small as a
human child. The largest I have encountered has been:


There were a series of numbers
continually crossed out until five meters tall remained unscathed.


The troll’s most intriguing ability is
also their greatest strength. Given adequate nutrition, they are capable of
regenerating their flesh and bone at a rapid rate. Wounds that would be fatal
to nearly any other creature are merely inconveniences to the troll unless
proper measures are taken. Burning or beheading the corpse is required to
ensure that the monster remains dead.


Acid works too,
in the margin next to it.


The brain is the important part,
was written vertically on the side of the page. Bash open the skull and
remove the brain. Save the major arteries in the neck for extracting blood for
potions.


The book continued on with each entry
composed in the same way, a collaboration of knowledge from her past selves.
The mention of potions made her stop and think. Something didn’t make sense to
her, a mass of details in her head that was spelling out that she was missing
something. She turned and looked up at the chandelier in the room and then at
the hidden compartment, its panel was still open and the swords were visible.


She got up and walked into the bedroom.
Something was missing and it was the thought of making potions that had sparked
the realization. She tried to picture what had happened before she had woken up
staring at the fireplace the night before. She would have written the note and
then stabbed it through the door with the knife. She would have drank the
poison and then gotten into bed. She sat down and it was then that the thought
struck her.


Where was the empty vial of poison?


The bed was checked first. The blanket
and furs underneath it were stripped away and made a pile in the study. She
checked under the bed and then pulled it away from the wall when she couldn’t
see anything. She moved everything she checked out of the room until the floor
was clear. There was no vial on the floor, or in the armor compartment that
Calder had opened. There were only clothes in the bedroom cabinet.


She marched back into the study and
stared up at the chandelier, the very first thing that had nagged at her since
she started exploring the house. It hung on a thick chain from a small slot in
the ceiling. The chain looked solid, too large for the modest chandelier. She
walked underneath and could reach up and touch it easily. Any chandelier in a
room otherwise so plain and functional made little sense. The fireplace was
more than enough light for reading and writing. She hadn’t even bothered to
light the candles.


She reached up and grabbed the center of
the chandelier. She pulled it down and felt it give for a moment, only a
moment, and then catch. She let go and saw the chain slide back up through
ceiling, the barest of movements but something all the same. There was a loud
crunching noise when she pulled down with both hands from the direction of the
central fireplace. She let go and stared at it.


Why are there two fireplaces?
The question came back to her from the night before.


The kitchen was too hot with both fires
burning but she was certain now. She stood in the kitchen facing the central
fireplace, her back to the cooking hearth. The hooks were there, on the
opposite side of the room, hanging pots and pans over the fireplace that never
used them. She had been so sure before of how far they extended in the stone
but now she doubted herself. 


She cleared away the hooks and then
grasped one of them and pulled on it as hard as she could. It slid from within
the stone and revealing itself to be far longer than she thought, enough that
it must have protruding directly above the fire. The other hooks came out just
as easily and she put them carefully on the kitchen table. She went back into
the study and pulled on the chandelier once again.


The chain lowered easily as she pulled
on the chandelier. A grinding noise came from the fireplace and she felt
resistance as she pulled down. She pulled harder and watched as the stone floor
of the fireplace began to rise up through the chimney. It ascended at the same
pace as the chandelier descended in her hands until it was near the floor of
the study. Something snapped then, something in the ceiling sliding into place
and locking together. The chandelier refused to be pulled down anymore but
neither did it rise back into place when she let go of it.


The thrill of discovery ran through her.
She practically dived onto the floor to look into the fireplace and what had
been hidden underneath it. A hidden chamber, she was sure of it, and the stairs
she could barely make out in the darkness all but confirmed it. She took one of
the candles from the desk and lit it with the fire in the kitchen. She leaned
into the central column with the light and saw the stairs leading up toward the
bedroom and then abruptly stopping.


She pressed herself against the stone
wall in the bedroom and felt for any hidden switches or compartments. There
were no false stones or handles of any sort. She went to the hidden compartment
instead, taking out the armor carefully piece by piece and inspecting the knobs
and hooks it had been placed upon. None of them turned or could be manipulated
by her hands. She was getting frustrated now, so close to revealing a secret
and being stuck on what appeared to be the last part.


She went back into the study and stared
at the chandelier. She turned to where the swords were hung and looked over
them. Three swords but four places to put them on display. She put her hands on
the bottom hangars and tried to turn them. The left one twisted between her
forefinger and thumb, clicking after she rotated it a full circle. A creak
droned out from the bedroom and she peered in, seeing that the wall had opened
from the inside and parted to show the stairs. A hidden door.


She grabbed one of the swords and
unsheathed it without thinking. She held out the candle as she took the first
step. Half way down it was barely enough light to see the next step below her
feet. The stairs descended farther than she anticipated. She felt like she was
an invader when she reached the bottom. The room was completely dark, so much
so that she couldn’t see the walls around her. She stepped forward.


Something flashed above her head and she
stopped underneath it. It caught the candle’s light and she reached up to it.
There was something embedded in the stone ceiling, something resembling a metal
basket or framework. There were large objects inside, catching the light and
reflecting back at her like jewels. Each of them were larger than her fist. She
held up the candle for a closer look and the flames brushed against the
glittering objects. The flame was abruptly sucked up into the one it touched,
slurped up like the flame had been made of liquid. The flame appeared caught in
the middle of the jewel, an exact dancing replica caught inside of it before
the fire grew brighter. It spread to the rest of the jewels in the basket like
they were pieces of firewood. The first one grew so bright that it hurt her
eyes to look at but the light was soon leeched away by the jewels adjacent to
it, eventually settling to a calm, pleasant glow as the light moved gently
through all the gems in the basket.


It took effort for her to look away from
the display of magic. The light felt too warm when it came from such a cold
source. It filled the room easily and she continued to be amazed as she looked
around herself. She let her sword arm relax at her side. There were no monsters
around her, only a continuation of her home.


The walls were lined with shelves and
counter tops. There were hundreds of glass bottles and jars. They were filled
with strange liquids, some of which glistened back into the room when the light
hit them. Some of the jars were filled with blood, others with organs, pieces
of animals and monsters that she couldn’t identify. Although it was rare, some
jars had contents that were alive and moving, tiny squirming things that shifting
against the glass too small to shake their prisons off the shelves.


The counters had more gemstones and
other vials. There were open books that she looked over. One displayed the
method of preparing the poison she had drank, complete with an empty vial next
to it that she guessed she had drank the night before. There were bowls of
coarse powder and blunt instruments next to them. Mortar and pestle, she somehow
knew. There were varying shapes and sizes of glass bottles and flasks,
alembics, clamps, stands, and dishes. They were in immaculate condition,
cleaned immediately after they had been used. She thought of the mess she had
made in the kitchen upstairs and knew instantly where her priorities would lie.


There were stacks of books in each
corner and more on the shelves near the stairs. The ones on the shelves were
books on alchemy: ingredients, techniques, recipes, and ongoing research. There
were more detailed sketches of plants, animals, monsters, organs, and how to
prepare them. The stacked books, she discovered with a shock, were even older
journals that predated the ones upstairs. She left those alone, exploring the
rest of the room. Over eight hundred years was old enough for one night.


A strange object caught her eye on the
counter. It looked like a small wooden rod but it was as cool and smooth as
metal in her hands when she picked it up. There was a small gemstone lodged
into the base of the item and a darker square on top that seemed the perfect
shape for her thumb. When she pressed on it, the item grew warm in her hands
until, with a sudden pop, the gemstone was gone. A perfectly shaped green apple
appeared from the front end of the item and fell to the floor. She marveled at
the apparent transformation of the gem and could barely begin to comprehend how
the magic had worked. She looked back up at the glistening stones of light and
put the item back down.


There was a door in the corner to her
right, a meter or so away from the stairway. She opened it slowly, just enough
to see if it was dark inside. When it was, she went back upstairs to replace
the flame that the gemstones had stolen from the candle. There was a second
basket of similar stones in the new room. She watched as her surroundings
gradually became visible to her. She became more and more stunned as more of
the room was revealed to her.


There were no other doors. There were no
windows or other openings. It was the final room of her house. There were wide
shelves near the ceiling decorated with the preserved heads and skulls of
dozens of different monsters. There was a troll and an ogre among them. The
names of the others escaped her.


There were weapons displayed on the
walls. Swords and axes, sparkling with gemstones of their own. Decorative
weapons. Embroidered shields and armor. Trophies. Prizes. Rewards from rich and
powerful people. She gave each of them the briefest of glances. It was the
floor that held her attention. The light from above her glimmering back into
her eyes.


The floor was covered in gold and
silver. Piled up to her waist at the highest points. There were encrusted
goblets and crowns, stacks of exquisite jewelry clumped together as if they
were worthless. There were hundreds of gemstones amongst the gold and silver
pieces, some even larger than the ones clasped in the metal framework on the
ceiling. Money. Hundreds of years worth, perhaps even thousands. She felt no
joy at the sight of it, no anger nor wonder. Only confusion and the never ending
echo of an unanswered question.


“Who am I?”
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