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      The wooden wheels of the two open wagons creaked as they trundled along the wide and rugged forest road. On each side, the rough, broad highway was flanked by a dense wall of untamed forest. Tall pines loomed over low, gnarled acacias and nameless thorny shrubs, bent and twisted by the endless winds of the Kingdom’s north.

      Pain thudded dully though my back and side as the awkward motion of the ox-drawn wagon bashed me against the wooden planking. Again. My hands were numb from the ropes that bound them, and the ropes at my ankles chafed when I tried to move. Thankfully, the bonds weren’t biting into the skin on my wrists, so my tattoo wouldn’t be damaged. It depicted a small flame. Knifing through the flame was a spear that reached halfway up my forearm. I had drawn the tattoo myself on a drunken night with my girlfriend, Katlyn, whom I feared I would never see again.

      I shuffled to one side and tried to sit up straighter. My lower back ached abominably, and I grimaced as I straightened up and looked around. I must have dozed off. This wagon ride seemed to have lasted an eternity. Days had blended into each other until I could not have said how long it had been since that horrible day when I had been sold into slavery by those I had considered my friends and neighbors.

      Had a week passed? Two? All I knew was that both landscape and weather had become wilder as we climbed relentlessly up, away from the fertile farmlands around Aranor and into the northern regions. Day by day, the bumpy wagons made their plodding way northward toward the mountains.

      “Could you make it any bumpier?” snarled Boris, to the wagon driver. The driver growled wordlessly back at him and muttered curses as he whipped the twin oxen.

      Boris was my guard, a thickset, dull-witted trollman dressed in stinking, badly cured wolf hides. He seemed uninterested in me for the moment, so I took my chance to take a look at the beautiful blonde woman who sat opposite me. She had been in the wagon for only two days. Like me, her wrists and her ankles were bound with coarse cords. For most of the journey, she had sat with her knees drawn close to her chest. Fear was in her eyes.

      This woman wore high, well-made brown leather boots that had seen some serious wear. Her long, graceful legs were clad in tight leggings of green linen, and she wore a loose brown tunic that bared her forearms, her shoulders, and the top of the generous swell of her breasts. Her skin was very pale, as if she was not used to spending time outdoors. A tumble of blonde curls fell past her pale shoulders. She looked cold as well as frightened.

      When these trollman slave traders had picked her up, I had already been in the back of their wagon for long enough that I had begun to lose track of time. She’d been walking up the road alone, wearing a rich cloak of white fur with a deep hood, and carrying a heavy, leather-bound book open in her hands. As we drew parallel with her, she closed her book and glanced up, pushing her hood back to reveal her pretty, lightly freckled face and a somewhat naive smile.

      “Pardon me,” she had said, “but is this the right road to Brightwater town?”

      Boris and the driver had conferred for a moment, and the driver had nodded his head. Without a word, Boris leaped from the wagon, grabbed the woman, and hauled her up into the wagon. Her book had fallen to the ground, and Boris, seeing that it looked valuable, had grabbed it and flung it unceremoniously into the wagon beside her. When he pulled her cloak off her back and used it to cushion his own backside, she glared angrily at him, but did not dare protest.

      I was grateful for her company, even if we weren’t allowed to speak with each other. That was not for a lack of trying, either; I had attempted to ask her name, but Boris had delivered a swift back-hander across my cheek.

      The sting of that strike had made me want to break free and kill Boris, but I was sorely outnumbered. There was only Boris and the driver in this wagon, but there was another wagon coming along behind ours, and it contained four more slavers. Six to one odds weren’t great, and I doubted the blonde would be able to contribute much in a fight.

      For all that, I was curious about her. She was the most interesting thing that had happened since I’d been forced to start this journey, and she was certainly better to look at than the slavers. I checked her out as much as I could.

      From the obvious quality of her garments, I figured she had to be a noble of some kind. I wondered if she was one of the Arcanists, the powerful magic-users who operated as judicial enforcers, tax collectors, and sometimes warlords and militia leaders in the towns and cities of the Kingdom. That didn’t hold up though; her book looked magical, but if she was an Arcanist, these slavers would never have dared to grab her like they had. And no way would she have allowed herself to be taken without a fight.

      I did catch her staring at me a couple of times, from which I guessed that she might be curious about me as well. She flashed me a cute, gap-toothed smile when I met her eyes. I knew I was rather built after hard work on the farm, and not so bad looking, if the attention I got from the ladies back in Aranor was anything to go by.

      “William,” my foster-father used to say to me, “what a young man like you needs to make him strong is good food and honest work. I’ll make sure you get plenty of both, and when the time comes the women won’t be able to resist you.” By the looks my fellow captive gave me, I guessed he was right.

      “Going to fetch a high price for you two,” Boris said, interrupting my thoughts. “Ain’t delivered Elemental Sensitives to the mines for a good while now. And two at a time? The gods really have blessed us.”

      “You are a lucky asshole, then, aren’t you?” I muttered.

      “What was that?”

      I looked away, and Boris grunted and went back to picking at his nails with my dagger. The bastard. That dagger was my most prized possession. When I’d been sold to these Trollmen, they had looted everything I’d been carrying. Not much, to be sure, but none of it was as precious to me as that dagger. That had been a gift from Gregory, my foster-father, the man who had raised me for as long as I could remember. It was a very unusual item, not an edged weapon like other knives, but a stiletto with a round, tapering blade, about eight inches long from its base to its needle-thin point and made from a single piece of some dark metal. The crossguard was elaborately curled, more decorative than practical. Strangest of all, the cruelly sharp tip was actually hollow.

      “It’s a weapon for a brawler, not a gentleman,” I remembered Gregory saying to me as he handed it over on my 18th birthday, “so it’s just as well you are no gentleman!” I tried more than once to wheedle more information about it from Gregory, but he would just shake his head. “It belongs to you, William. Let that be enough for now.”

      All this detail was lost on the squat figure of trollman Boris the slave trader, however. Having lost interest in cleaning his nails with it, he began to use the fine tip to try to dislodge something stuck between his teeth. The wagon jounced again, and he hastily pulled the dagger away from his mouth, glaring at me as if daring me to laugh.

      “Two Elemental Sensitives,” he said again, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe his luck. “You two will be the making of me this trip. I’ve heard that some of the Beasts have escaped from the mines recently and been seen roaming the forests around Brightwater. Hell, we should try to get you to locate some of them on the way. If you could find us a couple of Beasts, we could kill them and harvest the Cores. Make even more money!”

      “Shaddup!” yelled the driver. “Stop talking to the slaves, you fool. There’ll be no bloody stopping until we reach the mountains. There’s no Beasts outside the mines, you idiot, that’s crazy talk. Everyone knows that Beasts can’t leave the mines. That’s the whole bloody point.”

      “It’s just what I heard,” said Boris defensively, then lapsed into surly silence.

      The woman had been following the conversation with interest, and had almost seemed about to say something, but thought the better of it. She glanced at me under her eyelashes, and I raised my eyebrows at her. So, she was an Elemental Sensitive as well! I didn’t know how the trollmen could be so certain, but I didn’t doubt that they had some way of being sure.

      The folk who operated the slave caravans between the cities and the northern Beast Mines were not really men at all, but a lower breed of troll, smaller and more cunning than their monstrous cousins, and much more human-like in their looks and behavior. They were not given to subterfuge or trickery. If they said this woman was an Elemental Sensitive, like me, I had no doubt that she was. Stupid the trollmen may be, but they knew their business.

      Boris and the driver of our wagon seemed to be the leaders of this group, and they were ecstatic with their haul. I was sure it was true that they would fetch a high price for myself and the woman when they transported us to the Beast Mines. We were Elemental Sensitives, which meant that we could detect the presence of certain Elemental Beasts. These creatures contained special orbs with magical ink that could be used to enchant weapons and armor with spells.

      Beast Cores were the foundation of the magic that was used in the Kingdom. Cores were highly prized, as were the Sensitives who could be used to locate them. Those who could use the items enchanted from the Cores were known as Mages, the most powerful of which would join the cohort of Arcanists at Astros. Mages, almost unanimously, were selected from noble stock.

      Which counted me out. Commoner I might be, but I was something beyond that. For better or worse, I was Sensitive—if there was a Beast Core in the vicinity, I could sense it—but nothing more. I’d never seen a Beast before, and I’d only ever touched a single Core.

      It was Gregory, my foster-father, who had taught me that I was an Elemental Sensitive. My ability made me very valuable to the slave traders who roamed the Kingdom, so Gregory had always tried to keep me safe from being captured and sold. Technically, I was a slave and Gregory owned me, but he always treated me like a son. I thought of him as a father, and he thought of me as his son. Gregory died only weeks ago. A cough took him, and his end was swift and merciless.

      We lived in Lowvale, a village on the edges of the vast, worked farmlands that surrounded the southern city of Aranor. Slave trader caravans regularly passed through our village on their way north from the great markets of Aranor. When Boris and his companions had driven their empty wagons through my village a week after Gregory’s sudden end, I realized just how much my foster-father’s presence had sheltered me. It turned out that some of my neighbors knew about my Elemental Sensitivity and only kept quiet about it for fear of Gregory’s wrath. I was worth a lot of money, and Boris’s gang had paid my neighbors well for me. My neighbors were apologetic, and I couldn’t really blame them; slavery was an accepted part of life, and they were all very poor.

      “It’s a pity we can’t sell you damaged,” Boris said to the blonde woman. I looked up. The tone of his voice was ugly. These trollmen may not have been wholly human, but they certainly retained some of the baser instincts of men. I could see that my pretty companion was trying to look unconcerned, but there was fear in her eyes.

      Boris gave a grunting laugh and moved a bit closer to the woman. He had put my knife down, leaving it on the wooden seat at the far end of the wagon. The trollman’s stubby tongue came out to lick his flat lips, and he looked at me to make sure I was watching.

      In my mind, I almost heard my foster-father’s voice speaking words from long ago. “You may be just a simple farmer, William, but you’re a man, and it’s the duty of any man to treat women well, and to defend them if they are threatened.”

      Those were words which I had taken to heart. Fury boiled in my stomach, and I was ready to pounce on the trollman and tear into him with my teeth if he looked like he was going to molest the woman. For the moment, however, he simply contented himself with leering.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I couldn’t see any way out of this predicament. I’d always been able to get out of scrapes when I was running rough with the young thieves in Aranor, but this time it looked like there’d be no escape. During the earlier parts of my journey, I had been overcome with lethargy and hopelessness at my situation, but now, looking at the woman across from me, my desire to escape became stronger.

      I wanted to escape, and I wanted to escape with her. She didn’t deserve to be mixed up in all of this.

      I felt rage building up inside me. Here I was, helplessly forced to watch as the slavers abducted and sold this poor woman who simply happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. I could feel the heat of my anger actually making my palms sweaty.

      “Maybe I could just have a taste,” Boris muttered. He was salivating, and there was a bit of a bulge in his grubby leather pants.

      Boris glanced slyly at the driver, as if to make sure he wasn’t looking, but we had hit a smoother bit of road which wound back and forth up a slope, and the driver seemed to be dozing over the oxen’s reins. Then Boris glanced behind us. The other wagon was some distance off, and a sharp bend in the road hid it from view.

      Satisfied that none of his companions were watching him, Boris came to sit alongside the woman. She struggled to put some distance between herself and him, but there was nowhere for her to go. He laughed and extended one grubby hand toward her chest.

      I could feel my body getting hotter and my hands getting sweatier. Out of nowhere, I smelled an acrid scent, almost like hair burning. My back was starting to get really hot where it was leaning against my tied-up hands. I turned my head and looked back as far as I could. In the cold, clear air, there was a trickle of smoke. It was coming from my hands. Huh? What the fuck was going on? I felt lightheaded. Was it just dehydration and lack of food? The slavers were not exactly generous with the rations.

      I reached my fingers back to touch the ropes. The smell of burning was stronger, and I could hear a crackling sound. As the sensation of heat grew more intense, I spread my hands and felt the ropes give. My head was spinning; I felt almost drunk with it. What was this? Whatever it was, it felt right. I pushed again and felt the ropes fall away.

      At the same moment, Boris reached his grubby hands out to grab a fistful of my fellow prisoner’s ample breasts. She let out a small cry of disgust and fear and tried unsuccessfully to pull away. My anger bubbled over.

      My feet were tied together, but my hands were free. I glanced about. My pointed dagger was lying unattended on the wooden bench at the far end of the wagon where Boris had been sitting. The wagon driver dozed over the reins, and for the moment Boris was still intent upon forcing himself on the woman.

      I lunged toward the dagger, swiped it up in my left hand, then launched myself at Boris. The feeling of lightheadedness was gone, leaving in its wake a sense of extreme clarity. I could see every detail of the scene, and my movements felt amazingly accurate. Boris turned his face to me, and I had a chance to see his startled eyes up close as I punched the brutal steel tip of the dagger twice into the side of his neck.

      My first blow punctured his windpipe, and my second blow punctured his jugular and let rip a gout of foul-smelling dark blood into the crisp forest air. His stubby hands flailed at me, clawing at my face and trying to find a grip on my throat. Blood choked his mouth and nose.

      He was dying, but I switched my dagger into my right hand and put it through his eye and deep into the brain to finish the job.

      “Fuck you, Boris,” I growled as the wreck of the trollman slumped to the floor of the wagon.

      In my haste to kill Boris, I’d nearly forgotten the woman. She was still seated, pushed as far back on her bench as it was possible to be. Her mouth was open as she stared at what had just happened. Horror and relief mingled in her beautiful face. Ice-blue eyes met my gaze, and she took a breath as if about to speak.

      I raised a finger to my lips and glanced at the wagon driver. Her gaze followed mine, and she nodded. I had no way of knowing when the driver might wake up from his doze, or when the other wagon might come into view behind us.

      Crouching down in the wagon, I took a deep breath and gripped the ropes at my feet with my left hand. My right hand still held the dagger, but its rounded edge and sharp point would not be much use for severing cords. I tried not to think too hard about what I was going to try, or about what would happen if it didn’t work.

      A breath.

      My head spun again suddenly, then my perception slipped back into place. From somewhere at the back of my mind, I felt a welling up of power. Instinctively, I exerted my own strength of will upon it and felt it move. It was a warm sensation, as if hot, viscous liquid were being sucked from my mind, down through my right arm, and into my hand.

      “It’s working,” I breathed as a sudden trickle of acrid smoke curled up from the ropes that bound my ankles. With sheer willpower, I pushed more of the warm magical power into my hand. The smoke increased suddenly, and I felt the ropes give under my hand. I wrenched at them, and they fell smoldering to the floor of the wagon.

      As I turned my attention to the woman, a sudden wave of dizziness swept me. I dropped to my knees. The floor of the wagon was sticky with Boris’s blood, and I knelt there, gasping, as a blackness swept my vision for a moment. As suddenly as it appeared, it passed, and I felt a flow of power coming back into the place where I’d drawn on before.

      The corpse of Boris filled my vision as I came back to myself. He had a sturdy sheath knife clipped to the belt that cinched his robes at his thick waist. I could feel my power regenerating, but perhaps taking Boris’s knife would be a better idea than trying to use my newly discovered fire magic on the woman’s ropes.

      I yanked the knife, sheath and all, from Boris’s belt and turned to the woman as I pulled the blade free from the sheath. She nodded approvingly and held out her wrists. As I sawed through her bonds with the knife’s dull edge, I felt quite distinctly the pool of magic which I had drawn on replenish. Thoughts raced through my mind as the woman’s hands came loose and I knelt to free her feet.

      It was Mana, the internal pool of magic which Mages drew upon to do spells.

      When I had drawn on it to burn my own bonds, I had depleted it. As is often the way in life, I had only truly noticed it when it was gone. Now, it was regenerating, and I realized that I had become used to the feeling of warm power resting at the back of my mind.

      Mana. I had a Mana pool. Did this mean I was a Mage? I guessed it did.

      A slow feeling of excitement built in me.

      “Thank you,” breathed the woman as I finished cutting the ropes at her feet. Her wrists were bruised where the ropes had cut into them and restricted the circulation, and she rubbed at them gingerly.

      That was when the driver woke from his snooze and turned to glance over his shoulder.

      “Boris, you asshole, where’s the…” but the words died on his lips as he took in me and the woman standing upright in the wagon.

      I glanced around. The wagon had drifted to the right-hand side of the road, where a riot of lush undergrowth marked the edge of the forest.

      I didn’t fancy our chances on the road. We would head straight into the forest.

      “Time for us to go, I think,” I said to the woman as the driver hauled the oxen to a stop and struggled to turn and jump from his saddle.

      The woman picked up her book and tucked it under her arm. “Go? Go where?” She glanced around, looking panicked.

      I pointed in the direction of the lush forest. My face was grim.

      “Anywhere but here.”

      I had stuck my foster-father’s dagger through my belt, but I still held Boris’s belt-knife in my right hand. I vaulted the edge of the wagon, landing with a grunt on the road then turning back to help the woman down. She clambered awkwardly from the wagon, leaning on me, her book still clutched in her other hand.

      The driver had managed to get clear of his oxen and took a few lumbering steps toward us, hauling a short, stabbing sword from its sheath. He glanced over the edge of his wagon.

      “The slaves are getting away! They’ve killed Boris!” he cried. On the road behind us, the other wagon with its load of four trollmen was coming around the corner.

      “Get to the forest,” I said to the woman. “I’ll deal with this damn slaver!”

      She staggered a few steps, her circulation still weak from days of being tied up. I wasn’t feeling so hot myself, and I didn’t know if I’d be able to make a good enough effort at running. Better to hold off the slaver and let the woman get away.

      “Go!” I shouted when she hesitated. After a moment longer, she nodded and dashed into the woods.

      “Stop where you are and I might let you live,” the driver called out to me. I turned slowly, facing him down. He was short and stubby, like Boris, but unlike Boris he was wearing a thick leather hauberk that looked quite well-made. He was well-fed and well-hydrated, and I was neither. His stabbing sword and his long arms gave him serious reach.

      I had my foster-father’s stiletto dagger, and Boris’s belt knife. I was wearing the clothes I had been captured in—rough homespun tunic and trousers with a leather belt, and my heavy farm boots. Away to my left, the other slavers had got out of their wagon, but they did not move in to attack. Instead they advanced slowly, fanning out to block my escape route.

      “Come on, don’t be an idiot,” growled the driver. “I don’t want to kill you, but I might be willing to teach you a lesson. A few less fingernails and mashed testicles wouldn’t alter your value at the mines. Come quietly, and I’ll let you off with it this time.” He advanced on me, sword pointing at my chest. In a moment, they would have me surrounded, then I would be recaptured.

      Only one thing for it. I sincerely hoped this would work. If it didn’t, well, at least the woman had got away.

      “All right,” I said loudly, “you’ve got me. I’ll come quietly.” I raised my hands and made a show of dropping Boris’s belt knife to the ground.

      “That’s the way,” the wagon driver cooed. “Nice and easy. No one needs to get hurt.”

      As I stepped toward him, I focused on the Mana which lay at the back of my mind. It felt fully replenished, and when I brought my attention to it, I felt it bubble up in response. He took a step toward me, kicking Boris’s knife out of my reach. His sword was in his right hand, and he carried a coil of rope in his left.

      I channeled as much Mana as I could into my left hand and felt the familiar sensation of heat well up there. To my surprise and delight, flame suddenly erupted from my palm, wreathing my hand and my fingers. I could feel it, but there was no pain.

      One swift step took me inside the trollman’s guard. I slammed my flaming palm into the side of his face. There was a loud sizzling noise and a smell of burning meat. The slaver howled in pain, springing back from me and dropping his sword as he brought both hands up to cover his face. To my amazement and satisfaction, the skin on the side of his face was blackened and blistering. He clawed at his head and charged blindly away from me, crashing into his buddies and getting tangled up in their legs.

      This was probably my only chance. The other slavers were, for the moment, too busy trying to work out what had happened to their friend to follow me.

      With a swift lunge, I swept up Boris’s belt knife from the dirt where I’d dropped it. Then I turned and ran.

      I wasn’t sure where the woman had gotten to, but I hoped she’d covered some good ground. As I crashed through the undergrowth and began heading uphill, I was surprised to see her step out from behind a tree.

      I slowed my pace as I approached her. “What are you doing here? You should have kept running.”

      “I couldn’t leave you behind. I was watching you. What did you do to that slaver?”

      “There’s no time for that now. We need to get moving now. It won’t take them long to care for the one I burned and get after us. Come on.”

      We kept running. As the cover of the trees grew deeper, the undergrowth became thinner and easier to move through. The trees were tall, of a kind which I did not recognize, with pale, flat leaves and deeply ridged bark. Wide spaces opened out between them, peppered with groves of thick, thorny bushes and rugged outcrops of boulders. The ground we ran over was thickly carpeted with the mulch of countless seasons of dropped leaves.

      Fortunately, our legs became steadier as we went. After days of being tied up, the returning blood pulsed painfully through my ankles, but it was a welcome pain. I glanced at the woman and saw that her face was set in an expression of grim determination. Clearly, she was experiencing the same sensation as me.

      The land climbed steadily uphill. From behind us, we could hear the angry shouts of the trollmen and the crashing noises as they made their way through the brush after us. They were making good progress by the sound of it. It was unsurprising that they would have more energy than a pair of slaves who had barely been fed for days.

      “This won’t do,” I panted. “They’ll catch us. We need to find somewhere to hide.”

      She nodded, and we both slowed down as we looked for a likely spot. There were several clumps of the tall thorny, yellow-flowered bushes that seemed to thrive in this forest. Any one of them might have made a decent hiding place. Not far from where we stood, an outcrop of gray stone made a cliff wall fronted by a particularly thick clump.

      I pointed. “There, if we can get in under those, we’ll be as well-hidden as we can be.

      She nodded, and I led the way as we dropped onto all fours and shuffled in under the bushes, past the thick, almost tree-like trunks of their bases and into the shady space beyond.

      We were just in time. The outside of the clump of thorn bushes was dense, and the huge spikes poked at us and tore at our clothes as we pushed ourselves under, but once we were past the outer layer, we found ourselves in a dry, open space, floored with a prickly carpet of needles. I was confident that we would not be seen from outside.

      “I don’t imagine they’ll fancy pushing themselves past those thorns.” The woman’s voice was husky with the effort of the run. We lay on our fronts, side-by-side, from where we could look out into the clearing under the spikey wall that protected us.

      “They came this way,” said a gruff voice.

      “How can they have got away so fast?” said another.

      “And what the hell did he do to Alek? His face was a proper mess, as if it had been burned. Who the hell gave him a torch?”

      “Could he be a magic user?”

      “Definitely not. Boris checked him properly. I saw him do it with my own eyes. He was damned thorough.”

      The woman and I held our breath as the slavers moved about the clearing calling out to each other. There were three of them. I guessed that one had stayed behind to look after the wagons and to care for the one they called Alek, the driver whose face I had burned.

      They seemed reluctant to go further than the clearing. One man even approached our clump of bushes, but he seemed more interested in the cliff that backed it.

      “No sign of them,” said the one nearest us. “I don’t like this. Let’s go back to the wagons and see if we can pick up their trails again.”

      The woman was lying right next to me, her book clutched under her arm. Her hip was pressed up against mine in the hollow. She had a fresh, lavender scent, despite the days on the road and in captivity. I stole a glance at her, then spoke.

      “Looks like we got away with it, wouldn’t you say?”

      “For now. But let’s not stay in here. I think I’m lying on an ants’ nest!”

      We pushed our way out of the bushes and stood up, brushing needles and dirt off our clothes and then regarding each other. I met her eyes, and she smiled shyly at me.

      “Thank you for freeing me from those trollmen,” she said. “That was amazing, what you did back at the wagon. I’ve never seen anyone move so fast.”

      Damn, but that compliment felt good coming from her.

      I took a deep breath, aware of how my chest filled out as I did so. The admiration in her face was almost intoxicating. Her eyes were ice-blue and matched the pale blonde of her long hair, which curled at the edges. Her face was round, with high cheekbones and a faint blush of color in the smooth cheeks. She held her big, arcane-looking book close to her chest, and I could not help but notice the way her generous breasts pushed up against the top of the book and filled her thin top. She caught me looking, but rather than annoyance, she ducked her head coyly, then smiled up at me again through her eyelashes.

      “Come on,” I said, a little breathless. “We ought not to hang about here. They might come back.”

      She gave a tight little nod.

      I was about to start up the hill when she put her hand on my arm. “Wait, before we go… well… what’s your name?”

      “Of course, those slavers never introduced us. How rude of them.” I held out my hand to her. “I’m William. I come from the village of Lowvale, near Aranor.”

      She shook my hand. Her skin was cool and her grip was surprisingly firm.

      “Amelia,” she said. “I come from Astros.”

      “Well met, Amelia of Astros. Come on, let’s head up this hill and put some more distance between us and the road. I don’t want to meet those slavers again if we can help it.”

      We reached the top of the hill quickly and looked out over the tree canopy. To the northwest, we could see the shadowy mountains in the distance, and behind us to the south there was a line among the trees which must mark the road. There was no sound of the slavers at the moment.

      “What direction shall we take?” Amelia asked.

      “Good question. I hadn’t really thought about it. We’ll need some supplies. I don’t know about you, but I’m rather hungry. I think we should head back in the direction of the slavers’ wagons, collect what’s useful there, then decide where to go from there.”

      Amelia shrugged. “Sounds reasonable. Let’s go.”

      We went down the other side of the hill and back under the canopy of the forest. It was early afternoon, and I glanced up through the leafy treetops, taking a bearing from the sun’s position to be sure we were heading more or less toward the wagons. From the way things had looked from the top of the hill, this forest went on for miles.

      The forest canopy let enough light through to allow some grass and ferns to grow on the forest floor here. Lush green and rich browns surrounded us, and the warm smell of a summer wood filled the air. I breathed deeply.

      “Freedom feels good, doesn’t it?” There was a smile in Amelia’s voice, and I looked at her to find her gaze on me. I smiled back at her.

      “It sure does.”

      We walked for an hour, not hurrying. Once, we came upon a stream running through a deep cutting in the mossy forest floor. We stopped to drink and splash the mud from our faces, careful not to leave tracks that could be followed in the muddy bank.

      Once we were moving again, we both felt refreshed. The forest had opened out a bit, with many high broad-leaved trees overhanging knee-high grasses which gave up a sweet scent as we walked through them. I decided to try to find out more about Amelia. Several times in the last hour she had seemed about to speak, but it was as if she did not know how to start a conversation. Very well, I would save this alluring, shy woman the trouble, and find out more about her in the process.

      “So, Amelia, you said you’ve come from Astros? Does that mean you’re an Arcanist, then?”

      “An Arcanist? No, not I. I’m not even a regular Mage, just a scholar at the library at Astros.”

      “A Librarian?”

      She laughed coyly. “No, not a Librarian. It takes multiple decades to become a Librarian, and more talent than I have. No, I am a simple scholar apprentice.”

      “I can’t imagine a good reason for a lone scholar to be out on the road. What were you doing so far from Astros, let alone by yourself?”

      She gave me a look that clearly said she wasn’t comfortable with the question.

      After an awkward moment of silence, she asked a question of her own. “And what about you? I guess from your clothes and your speech that you are not an Arcanist either. Are you a Fire Mage?”

      Well, I guessed it was fair enough that she didn’t want to share the details of her journey with me straight away. I may have helped her escape, but I was still pretty much a stranger to her. Maybe she had some secret business that she couldn’t share with just anyone. I would content myself with answering her question and let her decide how much she wanted to share with me and how soon.

      “A Fire Mage?” I had to laugh. “I doubt the trollmen would have been able to capture me if I were a Fire Mage. I’m an Elemental Sensitive, but aside from that I’m just a simple farmer’s son. I suppose my Sensitivity means that I’m able to sense magical Beasts—that’s why the Slavers wanted me for the mines—but that doesn’t make me a Mage.”

      She gave me a quizzical look, as if she was trying to work out whether or not I was telling the truth.

      “But what about when you freed yourself, back at the wagon? I saw the smoke and smelled the burning. And when you fought that Slaver; I was watching through the trees, you burned him with your bare hand. I saw the flame. You must be a Mage, how else could you have done all those things?”

      “Well, I guess I must have some magical ability. It’s true, I felt Mana inside myself and drew on it, and it manifested as flame. But that was just instinct. I have no idea how I did it. I’m certainly no Mage.”

      She gave a disbelieving laugh. “But William, what is a Mage if it’s not someone who can conjure magic?”

      I shrugged. “Well, like an Arcanist, I guess. Someone who is trained and serves the Kingdom. Those who train at Astros.” Something else struck me. “Mages are people who use vectors, like wands or swords. For all I know, what I did wasn’t even really magic.”

      “Not magic? You’re wrong there, William, what you did was most definitely magic. But listen,” she said, sounding excited, “you said something interesting there. It’s true that magic users always employ vectors like weapons, enchanted jewelry, or even clothing to cast spells. That’s why what you did was so impressive. Are you sure you don’t have some item, some enchanted piece of clothing or ring that you might have been using as a vector, without fully understanding what you were doing?”

      I thought for a moment. “There’s this.”

      I pulled the strange dagger from my belt and held it out to her. She took it reverently, and we slowed our pace as she examined it.

      “This is obviously very old, and it’s very strange—I’ve never seen anything like it before—but I don’t think it’s a vector for magic. It has no spell runes, for one. Where did you come by it?” She handed it back to me.

      “It was a gift.” I felt suddenly reluctant to share the story of my foster-father with her. Not just yet. I took the precious dagger back and pushed it back into place at my belt.

      “Well, you must have some kind of power,” she said. “I’ve never heard of anyone doing what you did back there. And I’m a scholar, so if it was possible, I should have heard about that by now.”

      “You say you’re a scholar, and I know you’re an Elemental Sensitive, like me. We’re allies now, surely. Why won’t you tell me what you were doing out here on the high road alone?”

      Amelia sighed. “I can’t explain that to you right now. I’m sorry, it’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s just… Well, I was doing some research. It’s all pretty sensitive, and I could get in a lot of trouble if I shared too much information.”

      I held my hands up in mock surrender and smiled. “All right then, keep your secrets. I won’t hold it against you.”

      She laughed, relieved. “Thank you. Perhaps once we get to know one another better… wait. Did you feel that?”

      I felt nothing. “What? There’s nothing there.”

      “I can sense something approaching.”

      A sudden chill smote me. I gave a convulsive shudder, as if someone had poured iced water down my back.

      “I feel it now,” I said. “What is that?”

      “I believe it’s a Magical Beast,” Amelia replied. “You and I are both Elemental Sensitive, so we can sense such creatures. It’s the entire purpose for which we were enslaved.”

      Magical Beast? That didn’t sound good. While I had never seen such a creature, I had heard many stories of them. Magical Beasts could take many forms, from fairly normal-looking creatures to nightmarish horrors, but they all had powerful Elemental abilities. If one of those was on our track, we were in for a ride.

      This was the wrong spot for an ambush. We stood in a clearing, surrounded on all sides by steeply rising land. The trees were shorter here, and closer together, and the undergrowth made an effective barrier to our escape.

      I heard a rustling in the bushes about 20 yards from us on the edge of the clearing, accompanied by a loud snuffling noise. It sounded like something big was pushing through the undergrowth toward us.

      “Get down,” I said to Amelia, pushing her behind me and crouching down in the long grass. She obeyed me, sticking close, still clutching her heavy book.

      For a moment, we waited, holding our breath. Then, the large animal pushed out of the bushes on the edge of the clearing.

      It was a wild boar, but it was not like the boars I’d seen in the woods back home. It was huge, easily twice the size of a regular boar. A ridge of vicious-looking sharp spines as long as my forearm ran the length of its back. With its great size, it stood nearly as high as my shoulder. Long, curved tusks protruded from powerful jaws. Its little red eyes were focused on the ground as it snuffled its way forward.

      As it ran its nose along the edge of the bushes which lined the clearing, sniffing for food, clouds of freezing white vapor flowed from its nostrils, leaving what looked like a layer of frost behind it as it went. The tall grasses whitened and stiffened in the boar’s wake as a thick layer of frost coated their stems.

      I looked at Amelia, puzzled, and kept my voice as low as possible as I spoke. “What’s it doing?”

      She’d been watching too, but she just shrugged. She was staring at it intently though, especially as it breathed frost out on the ground.

      Boars were not normally aggressors, but they were territorial. I knew it was only a matter of time before it would pick up our scent and head this way.

      I drew the belt knife I had taken from Boris. It felt very small in my hand, and my only other weapon was my delicate stiletto dagger. Hunting parties for boars were never less than four men, and they went armed with bows and long spears. They didn’t take any chances that a boar might get near enough to gore them. And all I had was a knife and a dagger to defend myself with. If it attacked us, we’d be finished.

      Balancing my knife in my hand, I stiffened, ready to spring as I crouched in the long grass. My pulse was racing, and my hands trembled as I gripped the weapon. This was not how I’d hoped for my freedom to end. I looked at Amelia crouched next to me. She was staring at the Beast in fascination. She probably had no idea what sort of danger she was in. Her naivety was what had got her in trouble yesterday too, asking slavers for directions. I couldn’t let something bad happen to her again just after freeing her.

      I squared my shoulders and got ready to leap out from cover. The Beast was ten yards away. I’d have to run and hope to surprise it while its guard was still down. Stabbing the Beast seemed like a pretty useless attack, but I couldn’t see any boar spears lying around, and we would never be able to outrun this monstrous Beast if it decided we looked like dinner.

      I’d have to kill it or be killed.

      Just as I was about to charge the boar, Amelia put her hand on my arm.

      “Wait,” she whispered.

      I turned my head to look at her. “What is it?”

      “That boar. It’s not a regular animal. It’s a Magical Beast. It could have incredible abilities. Can we flee somehow?”

      “There’s no running from it,” I said as I stared at the creature. “It’s much faster than us. Either we kill it, or it kills us.”

      “Do you know anything about killing magical creatures?” Amelia asked.

      I shook my head. “You?”

      “That Beast has an Affinity for the cold element,” she went on.

      I frowned at her. “The layer of frost it leaves behind with its breath?”

      She nodded. “When it attacks, it will likely use the cold element. It also means that it’s vulnerable to heat.”

      I nodded. “Fire magic.”

      “Can you attack it with fire like you did to the slaver?” Amelia actually looked excited at this prospect. I might have to explain a few things to her later about appropriate responses in life and death situations.

      It was worth a try. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      The Beast was still shuffling around in front of us, and there would be no way out of here other than through it. At least the boar hadn’t yet picked up our scent, so I had a few precious seconds to attempt to recreate whatever magic I had used to burn the slaver’s face.

      I looked at the knife in my hand. Maybe I could heat the blade? I’d managed to burn ropes with my hands, not to mention the slaver’s face. I wasn’t sure how this worked, but if I could make the blade scorching hot, it might do enough damage to slow that Beast down and give us a chance.

      Just then, the Beast gave a snort, and a puff of frosty air came out of its nostrils. It turned its head in our direction.

      This was it. The Beast had picked up our scent.

      It pawed the ground with one massive front hoof, its beady red eyes searching the long grass for us. It was readying itself to charge.

      I concentrated on the knife, trying to determine what I’d done before. I still didn’t know how to control my ability, but I could feel the Mana flowing into the weapon. The knife started to glow a faint red color. That would have to do.

      I looked at Amelia. “Get ready to run.”
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      I jumped out from my hiding place in the deep grass. The boar lowered its head, and I started to run toward it. The Beast dug its hooves in, preparing to charge, and roared. A wave of cold air flowed out from its nostrils, blasting the grass and coating the whole area in front of the boar in a thin sheet of ice. My feet lost their purchase, and I slid out of control, landing hard on my ass.

      The Beast roared again, and this time its blast of frost hit me in the left side of my chest.

      Pain washed over me in waves, then a deep numbing cold spread through my side and my left arm. I looked at the knife in my right hand. It was still glowing faintly. Would the heat I’d poured into the blade be enough? The pain made it hard to think.

      The boar charged straight for my head. I kicked against the ground, and my body twisted, sliding across the ice. The boar’s tusks missed by an inch, and I brought the knife up, plunging it into the coarse fur at the side of the creature’s neck. The wound hissed and sizzled as if I’d dropped hot iron into cold water and steam billowed from the spot where my knife was buried in its flesh. The monster writhed convulsively but didn’t stop moving, and I was dragged along beside it, clinging to my knife and trying to wrench it free while avoiding getting trampled by the thundering hooves.

      The boar screeched and belted out another wave of ice over the clearing. It missed Amelia’s hiding place by a couple of feet. With a suddenness that sent me flying, my knife came free. I rolled, yelling out at the pain as my left side bashed against the ground, then staggered to my feet.

      The monster was circling at the edge of the clearing. It was limping, and blood poured from the side of its neck. Stabbing it with a hot knife appeared to wound it. I’d have to try it again.

      The Beast turned, focused its raging red eyes upon me, and lowered its tusks to face me again.

      This time, I could feel energy coming from my Mana pool as I willed the knife to burn hotter. I focused on that energy and poured some more into the knife.

      As the boar began its lumbering charge, I thrust the dagger forward. Bright flames flowed along the knife and flashed out from its tip.

      The boar squealed in fright as fire licked along the edge of the blade toward it. It changed tack, shifting its path so it would pass me rather than hit me head on. A wave of ice blasted from its nostrils, but this time I managed to jump sideways to dodge the elemental attack. The boar lowered its head, ready to buck me with its tusks.

      I wouldn’t get another chance to take the creature down.

      I leaped at the creature, just dodging the cruel points of the huge tusks, then grabbed a handful of the course fur and slammed my red-hot knife into its neck again and again. The boar bucked and screamed, and blood erupted steaming and boiling from the wounds. I clung on grimly and stabbed my knife deeper into the thick fur, tearing at the flesh beneath. Steam billowed off in clouds, and the blood bubbled and hissed as it evaporated.

      After what seemed an age, it tottered forward a few more steps, stopped, then crashed to the ground. I leaped away from it as a final wave of freezing mist wreathed the creature’s monstrous corpse. It twitched and convulsed a few times before finally laying still. I stood, panting from the exertion, the boar’s warm blood coating my hands and steaming off the still-hot blade of my knife.

      Amelia stepped out from our hiding place. She clutched her book to her chest and looked at me with a pale face and wide eyes. “That was really something! You used your magic to kill it!” She sounded impressed, and that felt pretty good.

      “Yeah, I did.” I held up the dagger in my hand and looked at it.

      I was feeling lightheaded again, and my head throbbed a bit, but nowhere near as badly as before. I suspected it was from pulling that energy from my mana pool, but I was also starting to feel like every time I used Mana from my pool, more came back than I had used. I wondered if the Mana pool was like a muscle—the more you used it, the stronger it got. That made sense, I thought.

      Amelia seemed a little shaken as she looked at the corpse of the monster. “A Magical Beast… and so far from the mines! This doesn’t bode well, and it confirms my fears…”

      As if realizing she had spoken her thoughts out loud, she snapped her gaze up at me. When she did so, her eyes widened in surprise.

      “Your arm is glowing.” Amelia pointed at my left arm, still hanging loosely at my side.

      I lifted my arm to see. It was feeling less numb as the sun coming through the treetops warmed my skin, but it still hurt a lot. The skin was bluish, so I figured that the breath of the Beast had almost given me frostbite.

      But one patch on my arm was still pink. The tattoo on my wrist and forearm was not frozen.

      “Gods, what is that?” Amelia asked, her hand to her lips as she stared at my arm intently.

      I shrugged. It didn’t seem important. “Just some old tattoo I got a while ago. I don’t know why it didn’t get frozen like the rest of my arm, maybe that spot was protected from the blast.”

      “That’s strange,” Amelia said.

      Now I thought of it, it certainly was. I couldn’t explain how every part of my arm had been almost frozen except for the skin beneath my tattoo.

      Amelia walked over to me, and the interest and excitement of the scholar glittered in her bright, eager face. “What you did today; have you been able to do it before?”

      I shook my head. “This is the first time.” I rubbed my hands together, trying to get some warmth into the left one. As I looked at it, I remembered that my hands hadn’t been scorched when I’d burned the ropes in the slavers’ wagon.

      That gave me an idea.

      I concentrated on the energy in my Mana pool and pushed a bit into the tattoo on my left hand. It seeped slowly through, like water through a sponge, the warmth of the magic radiating from the tattoo and into my palm and through my arm. I rubbed my arm and my side, enjoying the sensation of warmth as feeling returned to them. Obviously, the damage hadn’t been deep. Before long, my skin looked healthy again.

      Amelia stared in amazement. “How are you doing this? Are you sure you don’t have some enchanted item hidden somewhere?”

      I shook my head. “I feel like I’m pulling energy from inside myself to do this. Come to think of it, it seems to come from the same place where I sensed Mana earlier today.”

      “You’re manipulating a Mana pool?” Amelia asked.

      “I think so. I never really thought of it that way until today. When I was younger, it just seemed natural. When that boar attacked, I was so caught up with the danger that I didn’t spend too much time thinking about it. The same with the slavers. It was instinctive—I just knew what to do and then did it. It was only once I’d used some of it up that I really noticed it. Using too much made me feel… lightheaded, strange, but now that I’ve used it a bit, it feels like my Mana pool is getting stronger.”

      Amelia shook her head slowly, eyes wide with disbelief. “This doesn’t make any sense. No one can channel Mana without having an enchanted item to use as a vector, and yet what you’re describing is exactly how Mana works. As you use it, you regenerate more and more, getting stronger with use like a limb. How can this be? Show me the tattoo.”

      I held out my wrist to her. She took my hand firmly in hers and bent over my arm to examine the tattoo closely. I could feel the warmth of her breath on my bare skin as she spoke.

      “This is a simple Fire rune, exactly like the one that Mages use as a base for Fire spells. See here, it’s a simple representation of a flame. The spear going through it normally allows Mages to cast fire as a projectile. It’s the same kind of rune that would be added to an item to allow a Fire Mage to use it as a vector. But people can’t be used as vectors—only items. Where did you get this symbol from?”

      “It’s just something I saw on some basic weapons when I was in Aranor.”

      “How peculiar,” she murmured. “No one can manipulate Mana just like that.”

      “Well, we’ll have to work that out later,” I said. “The noise I made fighting that boar may have caught the attention of the trollmen. We need to keep moving.”

      Amelia started at the mention of the slavers. “Yes, let’s get going.”

      We began to walk out of the clearing, but as we passed the corpse of the boar lying there again, Amelia held out a hand to stop me. “Wait, we have to retrieve the Cores from that Beast first.”

      “The what?” I looked at the Beast. “Oh, right. This is a magical monster. This is the first time I’ve seen one, let alone fought one.”

      Amelia stooped to examine the corpse, laying her book on the ground beside it. “I’ve never actually seen a monster in the flesh before either. But the Beast Core should be where the heart is on normal animals.”

      I stooped as well, the belt knife in my hand. “My guess would be here then.” I lifted the front leg of the boar and held the knife over a spot in the middle of the chest.

      “Are you certain?”

      I shrugged. “That’s where the heart of most animals is located. I would know; I had to kill my share of animals back in the village when I was younger.”

      I plunged the knife into the Beast’s fur and drove it into the flesh. Amelia gasped at the squelching sound as I dug into the chest cavity, but then I heard a clink. I dug some more and could feel a hard object on the end of the knife. Amelia stood up and watched from the side.

      With some effort, I cut away a chunk of the flesh and managed to scrape the object out with the end of the knife. This Beast Core looked like a round, bright blue stone about the size of a walnut. I felt a tugging sensation in my mind. My Mana was being attracted by the Beast Core.

      “That’s it!” Amelia jumped up and down a couple of times in her excitement. That was pretty endearing, as was the way her breasts moved under her soft tunic as she jumped. I smiled at her and picked up the Core. It was still warm from being inside the Beast.

      “What do we do with the Core?” I asked.

      “You have no idea how valuable these are,” she said, stooping again to look. “These can be sold for vast amounts of money. There’s a fluid inside them that is highly valued as a powerful magical ingredient. I don’t know how strong this Beast was, but it may have more than one Core, especially since the one you hold is on the smaller side. See if there are any more.”

      I dug the knife inside the wound I’d made again and heard another clink. Then I scraped away inside the chest for a bit longer, doing my best to hurry. We’d put some distance between ourselves and the slavers, but there was the possibility they would still be looking for us.

      After another couple of minutes, I retrieved two more Cores. Amelia was ecstatic. She scooped up the Cores and her book. I let her carry those things so I could be free to fight if the need arose again.

      “What are magical Beasts doing in these woods?” I asked as we set out again, out of the clearing. “Shouldn’t they be in the mines?” I was reminded of what Boris had said about Beasts roaming the lands outside Brightwater. Could what he had said be true?

      Amelia looked at me for a long moment and then seemed to come to a decision. “They should be in the mines, yes. To tell the truth, that is a matter which concerns me a great deal.”

      “You sound like you almost expected monsters to be outside the mines.”

      “There have been rumors, but you needn’t concern yourself with them just yet.”

      I felt like I was on the verge of learning more about what Amelia was actually doing out here, but just then I felt a powerful disturbance to my Mana pool. It was as if sudden warmth radiated at me from behind. My spine crawled with the sudden awareness of something powerful nearby.

      “What’s that?” I said, spinning to scan the clearing. I didn’t see anything.

      “What’s what?” Amleia asked.

      “Don’t you feel that?”

      “No, I don’t feel… oh, wait, yes, I can feel it now, but I’m not sure…”

      Suddenly, we heard a low growl from behind us. It sounded like another large animal was stalking through the undergrowth.

      “Another boar?” Amelia’s fingers whitened as she tightened them around her book and the Beast Cores.

      “Quick, let’s get undercover. There!” I pointed to a large tree trunk which lay on the ground where it must have fallen years and years ago. Grass and ferns had grown up all around it, and we vaulted over it and crouched down.

      We both looked out from behind it in time to see a bear lumbering into the clearing. Like the boar, this creature was bigger than a regular bear. Curled horns stuck out from the sides of its head. As it breathed, smoke trailed from its nostrils. It was clearly another Magical Beast.

      The bear dropped to all fours and sniffed about on the ground. It snorted. A small burst of flame rushed out of its nostrils and singed the grass. Then it sniffed again, looked up in our direction, and reared suddenly up on its hind legs with a roar which sent flame gouting from its mouth and nostrils.

      This monster was bigger than the boar I’d fought, and I’d only managed to take the boar out by stabbing it with a heated blade. Would heat harm a fire creature? I strongly doubted it. His flesh would be less sensitive to heat than the cold monster’s had been. Nor could I get close to the monster because of the flames it shot from its mouth.

      I looked at my tattoo and thought about what Amelia had said. The spear element of my tattoo apparently represented projectile spells. If, as she said, my tattoo was some magical symbol which gave me the power to cast spells, then maybe the spear component could allow me to shoot projectiles? The whole concept seemed outlandish. Then again, before today, I never would have thought I could heat a knife blade with my mind.

      “Get ready to run,” I whispered to Amelia. “I’m going to try something.”

      She reached her hand out as if to stop me, but we both knew the monster could probably sense us by now and there was no use in hiding. Amelia made sure of her grip on her precious book and checked the Beast Cores where she’d stowed them in a leather pouch at her belt. When I was certain she was ready to flee, I stepped out from the tree and held up my left arm, brandishing my knife in my right hand. Then I pulled on my Mana and channeled its rippling flow into my left arm.

      The monster sighted me and roared. Flames burst from its mouth and streamed behind it as it started to lumber toward me, reared up on its powerful hind legs. I pushed the Mana through my arm and out onto my hand. There was a crackling, and a glittering light appeared above my palm. Excitement flooded me as the light expanded and became a sphere of flame about twice the size of a man’s fist. I held a ball of fire neatly in my palm. The monster slowed, looking warily at me and snorting orange flame and smoke.

      “That’s incredible,” Amelia whispered from beside me.

      “I’m not done yet,” I said through my teeth as I struggled to contain the fireball in my hand.

      I wasn’t sure whether a fire Beast would be harmed by a fireball, but it was the only spell I had in my arsenal, and that left me with no other choice. I didn’t know exactly how this would work, so I simply tried imagining hurling the ball and drew back my arm.

      The tattoo on my arm flashed orange, and the spear passing through the flame lit up. The monster loped toward me, now only ten feet away. I thrust my hand forward and spread my fingers wide. The ball of fire flew through the air from my fingers.

      It burst in the monster’s face with a hiss. Some smoke went up as it singed the Beast’s fur. The bear stopped for a moment, disoriented. The fire dissipated, and the bear snorted, shaking its head. It turned its face toward me again. Besides a few scorch marks on its fur, the fire had barely harmed it.

      Oh, fuck.

      “Time to run, Amelia!” I turned and grabbed her right arm. The Beast roared again and started forward.

      But Amelia pulled her arm from my grasp. She lifted her hand and threw a stone. The monster was closing in on us. The stone struck it in the face, and a flash of blue light exploded around us. The shockwave from the blast hurled me backward, and I felt a wave of cold air rush over me. Amelia landed on the ground beside me, having been thrown by the shockwave as well.

      I looked up and saw the bear frozen still, about a yard away from me. It was literally frozen solid. In a patch about three yards across, all the ground was covered in ice. The ice-coated area stopped just before my feet, which I was grateful for. I had been blasted with ice once already on this trip. I didn’t feel like having that happen again.

      “You threw a Beast Core?” I could hear the incredulity in my own voice. What I’d thought was a stone had been a cold Core.

      Amelia nodded. “You’d better hurry, the bear won’t stay frozen for long. Try casting a fireball again.”

      I concentrated on my Mana pool and channeled some more Mana through my tattoo and into my hand, moving back a couple of yards as I did so. Amelia moved with me, her eyes on the Beast. I pushed the Mana out onto my hand. With a crackle and a flash, a fireball appeared in my palm. The tattoo on my arm glowed orange once more. At this range, I could easily hit the monster’s head. I took a breath, then drew back my arm and hurled the flaming ball again.

      The fireball exploded in the Beast’s face, and I raised my hand to block the light. It was very bright at this short distance.

      The Beast roared as the ice on its face was melted by the fireball, but its feet were still frozen fast.

      I didn’t waste any time. I threw another fireball, and then another. I hoped the fireballs wouldn’t start a fire in this forest, but right now killing the monster was a more urgent priority. With each cast, I could feel the powerful Mana energy burning through me, but as I used it, I could feel it growing weaker.

      After I had hurled six fireballs, I had the satisfaction of seeing the flesh sizzle and catch on fire. The ice melted all around the monster, and, like a felled tree, the Beast slumped to the ground.

      I didn’t want to take any chances, so I walked over and stabbed the monster in the neck. Finally, it shuddered and stopped moving.

      I looked back at Amelia. “Are you ok?” I asked.

      She brushed herself off and came over to look at the Beast, the book in her hands as ever. After gazing at it for a long moment, she glanced up at me. “I’m fine. A little sick at the thought of how much money we lost by destroying that Beast Core. Other than that, fine. How are you feeling?”

      “A bit lightheaded. I think I may have used a bit too much Mana there. But we killed the Beast. How did you know what to do with that Beast Core? I didn’t know they could harm monsters.”

      “I wasn’t expecting such a powerful blast. But I saw that your fire attack didn’t hurt it much, so I thought that some cold damage might do the trick instead. I’m glad I was right.” She shuddered, obviously thinking about what would have happened if she had been wrong.

      “I’m glad as well.” I crouched down beside the massive bear carcass. “Let’s check this one for Cores and quickly. We’ve got to get moving in case those slavers are still looking for us.”

      At that very moment, I heard the sound of someone clapping slowly behind me. Amelia and I both spun around, and I felt her draw instinctively closer to me.

      “Well, well, look what you’ve found for us.” It was, Alek, the slaver who I’d burned. As he stepped out from behind the trees, I had the satisfaction of seeing what a mess his face was. His companions had patched him up as well as they could, with a heavy wrap of bloody bandage around his face, but he moved drunkenly, as if the pain still threatened to overwhelm him.

      I was surprised he managed to sneak up on us. Obviously, we’d been distracted fighting the monsters. Well, I would just burn the other half of his face off to teach him a lesson. I concentrated on my Mana, preparing myself to shoot more fireballs. I found that in a few seconds, if I concentrated, I could feel my Mana pool beginning to replenish.

      “With these Cores we’ll make a much higher profit margin from our journey,” Alek gloated. “We’ll make so much that I might even be able to convince my companions to give up their share in your price as a slave. Then I can take you back to the wagons and spend a few days slicing you up with a hot knife for what you did to my face!”

      I heard crunching on the ground behind me and spun round. I could see the other four trollmen in the clearing, circling to surround us.

      Alek leered, which twisted up his injured cheek so that he winced in pain. “I want my revenge on you, you bastard. Maybe I’ll leave enough of you standing so that I can still sell you in the mines. Fighter like you might be worth a lot, even if I rip out your fingernails and cut your balls off first. I’m amazed that you managed to kill that monster with just a dagger, but you won’t get a second chance with me. And looks like you don’t have no torch to burn me with either.”

      So, they couldn’t have seen me using a fireball against the monster. They also didn’t seem to realize that I’d used magic to burn Alek’s face. This particular fellow seemed to have a selective memory since he believed I’d burned his face with a torch.

      I smiled. They didn’t know what I could do. I might just be able to turn this fight to my advantage. Then again, I did have all five of them surrounding me, but my Mana was starting to feel like it had regenerated almost to full.

      “I am looking forward to teaching you a little lesson,” Alek growled. “Come on, let’s see how well you can wield that knife against me. He’s mine, lads,” he called to his companions. “Leave this bastard to me!”

      With those words, Alek lunged. He was armed with a vicious two-handed scimitar, jagged-edged and deadly sharp. He ran at me with this monster of a blade raised up high above his head, roaring like a bull. I side-stepped neatly and blasted a fireball into his stomach. His leather armor was no protection. The ball of fire burnt right through his flesh and left a gaping chasm where the left side of his abdomen should have been. The reek of burning flesh filled the air, and his guts spilled out, steaming and wiggling like live fish from a net. Alek staggered back, dragging his entrails after him. The sword slipped from his grip. His mouth was open as if he was trying to speak, but only a choking, gurgling sound came out. Then he collapsed in a heap and lay still.

      The other four trollmen were yelling in fear and horror. I heard one of them puking, and another shouted, “God’s teeth! What did he do?”

      I ignored them for the moment and picked up the fallen slaver’s huge sword in a two-handed grip.

      As he stared up at me, there was nothing in his eyes but fear. Just as if I was chopping wood for the fire back home, I swung the sword round in a great arc and brought it thudding down on his neck. There was a wet crunch, and his staring head rolled away from the rest of him as his body jerked in its death convulsions. Blood, driven by his still-beating heart, pumped weakly out into the dirt.

      I stood and turned to survey the battlefield. Amelia was standing to my left, a few yards away. She’d laid her book on the ground behind her, but still clutched the Beast Cores in her hands. I saw that she’d taken one of the smaller ones and held it alone in her right hand. I saw her measuring the distance between us and the rest of the slavers, gauging the angle for a throw.

      “No, Amelia, they’re too close—we’d be caught up in the blast. Leave this to me; I think I can handle them.”

      She nodded, and I saw the tension go out of her arm as she realized what I said was true.

      The trollmen had regrouped, and they now stood bunched together, looking pale but determined. The one standing closest to us sneered and tried his best to put courage into his faltering voice. “We weren’t going to give him a cut of the profits anyway. You did us a favor, kid.”

      Then he drew a shortsword from where it hung on his belt. “But you’re still coming with us. Both of you.”

      He darted toward Amelia, but I shot another fireball straight for his chest. My aim was a bit off, and the flaming projectile crashed into his head instead, incinerating it. Even better.

      I was in no mood for mercy now. These men had never shown mercy to anyone.

      The headless slaver fell face first into the dirt, his shortsword dropping from his lifeless hand. The other three slavers were glancing from each other to their fallen comrade and back again, looks of fear and panic on their faces. I saw them make their decision; it took all of a second for their fear to turn to anger. Together, they drew their swords and charged.

      Amelia snatched the shortsword from the dead slaver and raised it in an unpracticed grip. I raised the jagged scimitar in a one-handed grip and pulled my knife with my other hand. I blocked one blow from a trollman’s blade and ducked beneath a swipe from another. As they started to close around me, I danced on my feet and used my newly acquired scimitar to keep the three remaining slavers at bay. Amelia got behind me, holding her blade up but leaving the fighting to me. As I dodged and parried enemy attacks, I pulled Mana into my arm and fed it through my tattoo. The flame motif in the center of the tattoo lit up, glowing through the thin top layer of my skin. I concentrated on the shortsword in my hand even as I thrust and parried. I saw smoke rising from my hand and felt heat starting to radiate from the steel. Power flooded me. It felt amazing.

      I fed more Mana through my hand and into the blade. Then the whole blade burst into flames. I felt my Mana start to drop, but I fed just a bit more in and the sword became a conflagration.

      The slavers stumbled backward as I swept the flaming blade in a great arc around me.

      With a yell of triumph, I charged after the trollmen as they fled. I cut one down with a slash across his back. A shallow wound, but the sword did more than scratch him with its edge. He screamed as flames enveloped his filthy tunic and crawled up his hair.

      Another slaver turned to face me, and I thrust my sword into his stomach as he retreated in panic. The pointed tip plunged into his abdomen with a hiss, and the smell of burning flesh filled my nostrils even as he died on the point of my weapon.

      The last of the trollmen was already a good twelve paces away. I was out of breath, and I didn’t want to get too far from Amelia. I pulled Mana back from my sword, and the flames died away, leaving the blade a charred black color. I only had a fraction of my Mana remaining. Would it be enough? Time to find out. I raised my hand, poured Mana into my tattoo, and shot a fireball at the fleeing slaver.

      The ball of flame struck him in the back. I took a few steps toward him so I could end his life, but I stopped short. There was no need. The fire was consuming his clothing and sizzled into his flesh, eating away organs in a matter of seconds until there was nothing left but a charred, greasy black mass on the scorched ground.

      My vision was dimming at the edges. Suddenly out of breath, I sat down hard. Maybe I’d overdone it just a little.

      Amelia ran over to me. “You did it,” she cried. “You saved us.” Her voice was slightly muffled through the ringing in my ears.

      I concentrated on my Mana again and felt the level rise a bit. The darkness receded from my vision, and I could hear clearly again. My throat was parched though, and I realized it was a long time since I’d eaten or drunk properly.

      “That was incredible,” I panted.

      Amelia laughed and gave me a hand up.

      “Come on,” I said. “Now that we’ve dealt with the threat of these slavers, let’s turn back for the road. The slavers’ wagons will have food and water, and maybe other gear we can use. We might as well take what we can from them.”

      Amelia put her hand to her stomach. “That sounds like a good idea.”

      I took a look at the bodies, but except for the short-bladed swords and sheaths they carried, there was nothing of value on any of them. We took a sword each and strapped them onto our belts. At least we would not go on with our adventure completely unarmed. Amelia picked up her book from the edge of the clearing, and I watched with interest as she carefully brushed stray bits of grass from the spine. I would have to ask her about that book once we got going.

      We extracted a single Core from the bear before leaving the clearing, and Amelia slipped it into her leather pouch along with the others.

      As we walked away from the scene of the battle, Amelia looked at my arm again. “Your tattoo is still glowing. It’s as if your magic is channeled directly through the tattoo. Almost as if the tattoo itself is acting as a vector.”

      I held my arm up and looked. She was right. “Yeah, it does seem that way.” The flame and the spear both still had a faint yellow outline which was fading back into the skin.

      “This is a rare form of magic. I didn’t believe this was possible before today.” Amelia murmured slowly.

      “Didn’t believe what was possible?” I asked.

      She stopped and turned to look at me, and her eyes were very wide. “William, I think you’re an Ink Mage.”
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      We took our bearings and set off, back in the direction we had come. It was not that difficult—the slavers had made a mess as they had moved through the woods in pursuit of us. We had a fair walk before us. With the slavers gone, all we needed to do was work out how this magic power I’d discovered in myself worked. Maybe in the process I could find out a bit more about Amelia and her mission, too.

      “So, what’s an Ink Mage?” I asked her as we walked through the shady forest in the direction of the road.

      Amelia tucked her book under her left arm and pushed her curly blonde hair behind her ears with her right hand, then straightened her shoulders, as if she were getting ready to give a lecture.

      I didn’t mind listening to a lecture from her. After all, I had a lot of questions. She took a deep breath, then began to speak.

      “Ink Mages are legendary magic users. When I worked as an apprentice scholar in the library of Astros, I had some spare time when the Librarians didn’t have specific jobs for me. In that spare time, I read legends about the Ink Mages who used to fight in the Kingdom’s armies. They had great power. They were able to manipulate their Mana and cast spells using only the runes drawn on their skin.”

      “That sounds like what I was able to do today.”

      “Correct. Unlike ordinary Mages, they didn’t require special weapons or spellbooks to be able to cast spells. Instead, they used drawings on their skin as vectors. Descriptions in the old legends are not very detailed, but what I saw today, well, I think that what the legend describes as ’drawings on the skin’ may actually be tattoos of runes.”

      “So, what happened to the Ink Mages?” I asked. “You said they are only legends now. Where did they go? Were they all killed?”

      “I don’t know. The history books aren’t exactly clear about that.” Amelia furrowed her brow. “There was always tension between the ordinary Mages and the Ink Mages. Some of the regular Mages felt that the way Ink Mages manipulated their Mana went against their moral code.”

      “I know. I’ve often heard that the Arcanists preach about how wicked tattoos are,” I said. “They say we are spoiling our bodies by adding markings that the gods didn’t put there.”

      “Yes, well,” Amelia cleared her throat. “I may have read some books during my time in the library that I wasn’t really supposed to read.”

      She paused, looking at me as if to see if I would disapprove. I did not.

      “That sounds pretty brave,” I said. “I can’t imagine they would treat you kindly if they caught you doing that.”

      Amelia reddened slightly, the flush making her pretty face even more attractive. “Yes, I suppose it was brave. I didn’t like the thought of the Librarians keeping books secret just to serve a corrupt group of Arcanists.”

      “Neither do I. But what did you learn in these forbidden books you read?”

      “I learned that tattoos were not always condemned. There was a time when tattoos were considered a mark of beauty and good taste. Royalty would wear them, even if they weren’t Ink Mages themselves.”

      “When did that change?”

      “Who knows? I couldn’t find out any more about their history. But there haven’t been any Ink Mages for a few centuries at least. The books I managed to read were very old.”

      “So, what can an Ink Mage do that’s special? If I’m an Ink Mage, what does that mean I can do?”

      “Well, this is where it gets interesting. Ink Mages can cast spells that they can draw on their skin, but I have to assume that they need an affinity for a particular element, like regular Mages do. Of course, I couldn’t learn much about this. No one describes the process in any detail.”

      “I guess I have a fire affinity, then?”

      “So it would seem. You have a Fire tattoo, and your instinct seems to be for Fire spells. But there’s more to it than just using tattoos. There was something else in the manuscripts—it seems that to be a true Ink Mage was more than just using tattoos. True Ink Mages could give the tattoos to others.”

      She smiled and hugged her book closer, nearly skipping with excitement as she spoke.

      “It’s all very exciting for me as a scholar,” she continued. “I always wanted to learn more about Ink Mages, and the suppression of the knowledge about them always seemed suspicious to me. To find myself actually traveling with an Ink Mage, well, it’s almost too good to be true!”

      She said the last words with almost a squeal, and I had to laugh.

      “So, how do we learn more about what I might be able to do?” I asked.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Amelia said, her voice a bit lower this time. Her shoulders drooped slightly, upset that she couldn’t tell me more.

      “Does your book contain information about this subject?” I asked.

      “This?” Amelia held the book in front of her as we kept walking. “No. This is just a basic encyclopedia of spells, monsters, items and potions, that kind of thing. It’s basically a handbook for beginner Mages, nothing special. I brought it with me for my research.”

      We had grown pretty relaxed in each other’s company, and we had been through some challenging moments together now. Time for a direct question.

      “Amelia, what is this research you keep mentioning? I think it’s time you ought to tell me what you were doing out here in the first place.”

      She looked at me for a moment, considering, then gave a small smile.

      “Ok, you’re right. Well, I was on my way to the mines. There were reports of trouble in the lands around, of villages attacked and people killed with strange elemental blasts. The Librarians thought it may just be some rogue magic users, some bandits or something. When word came to Astros, there was debate over what to do. The Arcanists thought it wasn’t worth looking into. The Arcanists like to keep a hands-off approach to what goes on in the north—so long as the supply of Beast Cores keeps flowing south to Astros from the mines, the Arcanists want to have as little to do with things as possible. On the surface, the Librarians were forced to agree with the Arcanists, since the latter hold all the power in Astros. But my mentor, a remarkable Librarian of good heart, thought the Arcanists were hiding something. So he tasked me with finding out what was happening in the north.”

      “What about the King himself? His Court is in Astros. Does he not have a say in matters?”

      She gave me a look. “The King does what the Arcanists advise. Like I said, they hold the real power in Astros. Anyway, my mentor sent me out from the library on a fact-finding mission. I had to go alone, for fear of what would happen should the Arcanists discover that the Librarians were looking a little too closely into their machinations in the north. The further north I got, the more I started to suspect that there had been a breakout from the Beast Mines. People said monsters had got free and were interbreeding with the local wildlife, creating dangerous Beasts in the forests.”

      “Well, we’ve seen evidence of that for ourselves now.”

      “Yes, that’s true,” Amelia continued, her tone thoughtful. “I have to look into this further to see how it might have happened and what we can do about it.”

      What could we do about anything? We were two escaped slaves, many days’ journey from our homes. I didn’t know anyone this far north except for a few Elemental Sensitive folks from Aranor who’d been taken to the mines before me, and I doubted they could help us at all.

      I lifted a branch in our path so Amelia could walk past it. I couldn’t help noticing the way she walked, her hips swaying with each step. It wasn’t the walk of a promiscuous tavern wench but the steady sway of someone who was obviously of noble lineage. What in all the gods’ names was she doing out here? She’d given me an answer, but I felt like it wasn’t the whole story.

      “Next time, may I suggest that you don’t ask a caravan of slavers for directions?” I chuckled as I let down the branch and came alongside her again.

      Amelia rolled her eyes. “Yes, perhaps that wasn’t the smartest idea I’ve had lately.”

      “I’m glad you did it,” I said. “Well, glad that we both got away from them. If you hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have tried so hard to escape. I never would have discovered that I’m an Ink Mage.”

      Amelia smiled at me. “I’m glad this happened too. I didn’t see much hope for the future, but now, I find myself walking through the forest with a genuine Ink Mage! It’s wonderful, and it was worth a bit of danger.”

      “I really want to know more about my abilities. Are you sure you don’t remember anything else about how the power of an Ink Mage works?”

      “I’ve read more books than I can remember. Maybe there’s something in all those pages that I’ve forgotten about. If you tell me some things about your experience, it might jog my memory.”

      “I’ll answer any questions you have if it means learning more about this.” I held up my tattoo, which had ceased glowing.

      “Let’s start with that. What can you tell me about that tattoo? Where did you get it?”

      “I drew it myself,” I said.

      “Really?” Amelia looked incredulous.

      “Yeah, why? Is it not well drawn?”

      “No, no, I didn’t mean that. It looks amazing, not like a homemade tattoo at all. Look at the shading, the subtlety of the coloring, and how sharp the edges are.” She took my arm and ran her fingers over the tattoo. “It’s so perfectly drawn. Where did you get the design?”

      “I just got it from an ordinary looking wand. A friend from Aranor had it.” That friend had been Jacques, a worldly man who’d taught me much. He liked to call himself the ‘Rogue of Aranor’, and the title certainly fit. He was a bit of a rabble-rouser, a gambler, and sometime confidence trickster, but for all that he’d been a friend to me. I hadn’t seen him for a while now; he had left Aranor a few years before my father died.

      “How did these people have access to magical items?” Amelia raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, a lot of them were thieves, and they weren’t on the best of terms with the town guards. I can’t say exactly how they got hold of those items.”

      “You copied this design beautifully,” she remarked. “That must be why you were able to cast spells as easily as you had. Still, making the tattoo into a vector for a spell is unique. Anyone could have runes like this on their skin, but they wouldn’t be able to do what you did with the fireballs. You’re just lucky the design was so accurate. I don’t know what might have happened to you if the tattoo had been poorly drawn.” Amelia’s voice had an ominous tone.

      “What might have gone wrong?” I asked.

      “I can’t say for sure. But items that have badly carved spell runes on them have been known to explode.”

      “I see,” I said. “Well, I will have to be careful in future. I had no idea that drawing these designs on my skin could be so dangerous.”

      Amelia nodded. “You will certainly have to be careful. Can you tell me anything else about what you did to draw this tattoo?”

      “It was pretty simple really,” I said as I lifted the slaver’s knife. “I used a knife similar to this one to draw the design into my skin. Then I poured the ink into the marks on the skin and allowed it to dry.”

      “What sort of ink was it?” Amelia asked.

      “I’m not sure exactly,” I said. “A... friend brought it to me.”

      “The same one with the wand?”

      “No,” I answered. “A different friend. Her name was Katlyn.”

      I thought about talking more about my girlfriend, Katlyn, and decided against it. I wasn’t sure what my feelings were toward Amelia right now, but she was pretty cute, in a serious, scholarly sort of way. We seemed to be forming a connection, and I had no idea if I would ever see Katlyn again. Even if, by some longshot, I did see Katlyn again, she had always suggested I find more women so she could share me. I hadn’t been opposed to the idea; I’d just been busy.

      I thought back to the night when I’d drawn the tattoo. Now I remembered, it was the sight of the tattoo which had prompted my foster-father Gregory to give me the needle-like dagger. He had seemed impressed by the tattoo and had told me that if I ever felt the need to do any more, I should use the fine point of the dagger for it instead of a regular knife.

      “Katlyn said the ink was very special,” I continued as Amelia stared at me with rapt attention. “I remember feeling a strange sensation in my mind when she brought the ink into the room, but I assumed that that sensation came from what we’d been drinking. We’d had more than our fair share of grog that night, and to be honest, it was all a bit fuzzy. I went into a kind of trance while I was drawing the tattoo. I guess I just got really into it.”

      Amelia chuckled. “Do you remember what the ink looked like?”

      “I remember it was thick and sticky, and had a bright orange color, much like my tattoo has now. My friend insisted that it was very expensive and very special. She said it had magical properties, but I didn’t take her seriously at the time. I guess she was right.”

      “Interesting,” Amelia said. “It sounds like you may have used the fluid from a Beast Core. A fire Core, to be exact.”

      “Beast Cores have fluid inside them?” I asked.

      “According to what I’ve read they do,” Amelia said. “If you can break them open, there is a fluid inside with magical properties. That is why they are so valuable.”

      I looked at the Cores Amelia now had in her hand. “Any idea how we can crack them open?”

      “Yeah, I’m not a hundred percent sure that’s a good idea,” Amelia said hastily as she held the Cores out in front of her.

      “Give me one of the fire Cores. I’ll be careful, but we ought to try. I’m an Ink Mage—if that means that I can give tattoos, then we will need to work out how to do this.”

      Her eyes gleamed as she dropped one of the Cores into my hand.

      “What do you suggest?” she asked.

      I drew Gregory’s dagger from my belt.

      “How about this? It has a very fine tip which could be used to puncture the Core gently.”

      Amelia looked again at the dagger. “Actually, this does remind me of something I read once. The Ink Mages had special tools for giving tattoos. There was a drawing of one of them… You know, William, something tells me your dagger might actually be made for this very purpose. Look at the hollow tip. It might actually draw ink up from the Core inside to the tip to create a sort of tattoo pen. Yes, I think this could work. If you’re careful, the Core shouldn’t explode. This is very exciting! If it works, we might be able to try out some more spells on your skin.”

      “How would I know what to draw?” I asked.

      Amelia held her book out in front of her triumphantly. “This book contains dozens of basic spell designs. I’m sure there’s something in here we can use.”

      “Great! Now, all we need to do is work out where best to pierce the Core to get the fluid out.”

      I stooped to the ground with my dagger in my right hand and the Core in my left. There was a large flat rock protruding from the path, and I moved over to the rock and placed the Core on it, with the dagger beside it. The Core had a rough, uneven surface. It was vaguely translucent, and the late afternoon sunlight illuminated the well of fluid inside, held between the membranous walls of its outer shell.

      I picked the precious thing up again and turned it in my hands. It was roughly the shape of an egg, though smaller. A hard outer shell seemed to meld into something softer inside, then into the liquid. I ran my finger over the smooth surface, then I stopped, looking closer.

      “What is it?” asked Amelia.

      “I think it’s a soft spot,” I replied. “Yes, here, right on the base, see?” I held it out to her, pointing with the tip of the dagger.

      “Oh, yes!” she said. “You’re right! There’s a little dimple in the Core’s surface, where the outer shell is thinner. I think that’s our best bet, don’t you?”

      “I certainly do,” I said. “All right, let’s try this.”

      “Be careful not to spill any when you crack the Core,” Amelia warned as I set the beautiful little orange Core down on the stone. She was sitting on the ground beside me now, watching.

      “I’ll be careful,” I replied. “I don’t want to waste a drop of this fluid.”

      I held the Core with my left hand, resting it against the rock face, and carefully found the soft spot with my dagger. Then I pressed down, feeling the surface give slightly under the pressure. I wiggled the point of the blade a couple of times, and it slipped through.

      Amelia drew a sharp breath. “The blade’s going in. It worked!”

      I pushed the rounded shaft of the dagger down a bit further into the shell, then withdrew it gently. The fluid, a rich, dark orange, adhered to the tip. When I looked closer, I saw that the fluid had filled up the hollow tip of the dagger, just as Amelia had said it would.

      I’d felt a slight tug from the Cores the whole time that Amelia had carried them, but I’d grown used to the sensation. Now, the feeling was even stronger. It felt as if something was physically trying to pull my mind toward the Core.

      Filled with interest, I held the Core up with both hands and looked inside at the well of sticky, sluggish orange liquid inside the shell.

      “Well, we did it,” I said. “It feels like it’s really drawing me. Let’s find a spell in your book to try making a tattoo from.”

      “Let’s.” Amelia grinned as she opened the book on her lap.

      With the dagger in one hand and the open Core in the other, I looked over her shoulder at the pages as she flicked through them. I’d rarely had the chance to see books before. The only ones I usually saw were accounting books used around my foster-father’s farm to keep records. They always had fresh, thin looking paper inside, obviously meant for temporary use.

      The pages of this book looked to be made out of parchment. I’d only seen parchment a couple of times before, but I knew these pages had to be made out of animal skin, not plant pulp. These pages were far smoother and thicker, and they still had a faint smell of animal hide. The curing process could never quite get rid of that.

      These pages didn’t look particularly old. I supposed a basic spellbook was probably not that rare in Astros, where Amelia had brought it from. They would be creating new copies fairly regularly. Still, the illustrations were quite beautiful. They hadn’t spared effort on those.

      Amelia flipped past pages filled with pictures of monsters, pages filled with weapon designs, and pages filled only with writing, presumably recounting lore and instructing Mages in techniques.

      I didn’t know much about reading, myself, but I had been taught to recognize the letters. Perhaps Amelia would be able to help me learn to read better at some point.

      “Here are the Fire spells,” Amelia said.

      “Right. It would make sense to look for another Fire spell, since this ink comes from a fire Beast.”

      “Not only that,” Amelia added. “You may be able to build on the spell you currently have. My theory is that your tattoo mirrors the spell runes on enchanted items. If that’s the case, you should be able to add some augmentations to your current tattoo and change the way the spell works.”

      I leaned forward. “You mean I can add more symbols like this spear?” I pointed at the tattoo on my arm. “I guess that would require less ink than a completely new tattoo as well.”

      Amelia nodded. “Have a look through these pages and see if there’s something that catches your eye.”

      She turned the pages slowly for me as I held onto the opened Beast Core in my left hand.

      “What does this knife symbol do?” I asked as I pointed at a drawing inside the book.

      “That represents a piercing spell. It reduces the enemy’s resistance to fire.”

      “That would have helped against the bear we faced earlier.”

      “Indeed, it would have,” Amelia said. “Be careful though; I suspect anything you add onto this tattoo will make it cost more Mana. You expended a lot of your Mana back there, and you almost passed out. If you add too many augmentations, you might find you only have sufficient Mana to cast the spell a single time—or possibly not at all!”

      “That makes sense,” I said. “I don’t always have to use the whole tattoo though, do I?”

      “What do you mean?” Amelia asked.

      “Well, earlier I was able to use the flame symbol in the middle of my tattoo to set things on fire, but the spear was only activated when I cast fireballs at range.”

      “Incredible,” Amelia breathed. “You might be right. We’ll have to experiment with it. It’s possible that you could activate only certain parts of the spell. That would make it much more versatile and preserve far more Mana.”

      “What does this symbol do?” I pointed at the opposite page, near the top. The symbol depicted there was like a gust of wind.

      “That increases the strength of the fire,” Amelia explained. “It will make the fire do far more damage, but it will definitely increase how much Mana you need to spend.”

      “And how about that one at the bottom of the page?” I nodded in that direction. Three small spears were crossed, pointing up.

      “That symbol is known as a multiplier for projectile spells. This one is actually common to some of the other elements as well. It splits up the projectile and multiplies it, casting several smaller versions.”

      I grinned. “I want to try that one.”

      Amelia smiled and shifted from where she sat, holding the book in her lap to face me. “How did you make the tattoo last time?”

      “I drew the shape of the rune into my skin, then applied the Beast Core fluid. As I said, my memory of the process is a little hazy.”

      “Did you just use a regular knife?”

      “I did then,” I replied, “but this time, I’ll use this dagger, since you seem to think that it’s an ancient Ink Mage tattooing device.”

      “It certainly seems like it might be. Let’s give it a try.”

      I held up the beautifully made dagger and looked closely at the tip. It would make sense to clean the end of it before cutting into my skin with it, and I figured the fire Core fluid wouldn’t be damaged by a flame, so I concentrated my mana into a small, focused blue flame and swept it across the tip of the blade a couple times.

      Then, I gripped the dagger part way down the blade, so only the tip was sticking out. That allowed me to control the point as if I were using a pen. I laid my left arm down against my left knee to hold it steady, holding the Core in my left hand like an inkwell.

      “Where should I start the rune? Above or below the other ones?” I asked.

      Amelia paused. She pressed her fingers to her temples, obviously thinking. “I’m not quite sure how this works. There are no instructions for Ink Mages. I don’t even know how to make sure that your Mana will recognize the different parts of the tattoo.”

      So, there were no instructions. I knew there wouldn’t be, but how was I supposed to work it out then?

      “When I cast the fireball, I felt like I was in control,” I mused. “I pushed my Mana into each part of the tattoo.”

      “I see,” Amelia said. “Maybe the placement doesn’t matter then.”

      “I would assume it still helps to make sure one symbol is close to the other, otherwise I will have to push the Mana around a long way.”

      “Yes, that would make sense. Try putting the new rune just a little behind the other one then.” Amelia leaned in to watch as I raised the dagger point above my skin.

      I positioned it just half an inch behind the base of my original tattoo, further away from my hand. I pressed the dagger’s point against my skin, pushing it inward. I pushed just a little harder, and the point broke the skin. A drop of blood welled up, then dripped down my arm. Where the tip of the dagger had broken the skin, the orange fluid sat in a bright little dot.

      Amelia drew in a sharp breath. “You’re bleeding.”

      I chuckled as I began to repeat the process, neatly puncturing the skin again and again, building up a colored line forming the side of one of the spears. “That’s the idea,” I said. “See how this dagger leaves a little dot of color every time I do it?”

      “The color is very bright, isn’t it? And see how it spreads under the skin?”

      “It’s like the Core fluid was made to be tattoo ink,” I said with a nod.

      We both lapsed into silence as I continued the slow, careful process of pricking the design into my skin. A sense of closeness surrounded us, and everything seemed very quiet.

      After a little while, she said, “You seem to be very calm. Doesn’t it hurt?”

      “A little,” I replied, doing my best to concentrate. “Not as much as getting my ass frozen by a wild boar.”

      Amelia laughed. “No, I suppose it’s not so bad after everything you’ve been through today.”

      I continued to work on the design. I formed the shaft of a spear, then a teardrop-like shape for the spearhead. Then, I drew a spear crossing the first one at an angle. I finished with a third spear, crossing the first two. I had to refill the hollow tip of the dagger several times during this process, and each time the fluid flowed up into the tip as if the dagger had been made for the purpose. The more I thought about it, the more I thought that was almost certainly the case.

      The three spears were outlined in blood on the slightly angry red skin, and the orange Beast Core ink was glowing through the fine upper layer of my skin. Eventually, I put in the last few dots, finishing the final detail of the design.

      As soon as I did so, I felt my Mana being pulled from my pool. Swift as flowing water, my Mana rushed to the spot in my arm where I’d drawn the spears, and the whole design suddenly glowed and flashed with a bright light, like a burst of flame. A pleasant sensation of heat rushed over me.

      “Look!” cried Amelia. “The wounds are healing!”

      She was right. To my amazement, the livid, inflamed skin over the tattoo was knitting itself together before my very eyes. After a moment, the glow of the tattoo subsided, and when I wiped the remaining blood from my arm, I marveled at the whole, undamaged flesh that was revealed. The many punctures from the dagger were completely healed.

      “Is this an Ink Mage power as well, then?” I wondered out loud.

      “I guess it must be, at least when you are giving tattoos.”

      I held up the newly formed tattoo and admired it.

      “It looks amazing,” said Amelia, and it felt great to hear the admiration in her voice. I had to agree; it looked really cool. I took pride in anything I crafted, and a tattoo that would remain on my body for the rest of my life needed to be perfect. This one certainly was.

      “I don’t want to speak too soon, but it looks like I don’t need an instruction manual,” I said.

      Amelia leaned in to examine my work, letting her tunic hang open, showing her ample cleavage.

      “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. “The lines are perfectly drawn.” She touched the outline with her finger. She ran her warm fingers over the whole image. “I can barely feel where you cut the skin.” The touch of her skin on mine sent a shiver down my back.

      “I’d like to be able to add some other colors,” I said. The tattoos were all completely orange. “But I guess we’ll have to wait until we get some other Beast Cores. I wonder what effect it would have adding other colors to it.”

      “Well,” Amelia sat back and got that schoolteacher look on her face again. “Other colors would represent different elemental affinities. So, they wouldn’t be compatible with a Fire tattoo.”

      “Couldn’t we combine other elements in the same spell?” I asked. “My Mana could still power the whole tattoo and cast a spell with different types of damage.”

      Amelia paused and put her fingers to her temple again, thinking. “There are no spells like that in this book, but it might be possible. I’ll need to research further.”

      I ran my fingers over the fresh tattoo thoughtfully. The healing was complete. There was no trace of a wound. “Let me know what you need for your research and we’ll go and find it.” I said. “I want to learn as much as I can about combining these tattoos.”

      This new power of mine changed everything. This morning, I had been a simple country farmer, enslaved and on his way to the mines. Tonight, I found I was a powerful Ink Mage, and, as far as I knew, the only one in the world.

      Unique and incredible power had been handed to me, and the consequences which came with that were huge. With this power, I could change the world. I had a responsibility to find out everything I could about what this power was, and what I could do with it. There could be no doubt that I had some great task to do now; it was my destiny.

      From slave to Ink Mage, and all in the course of one day. On balance, it felt pretty damn good.

      I got to my feet and stretched. Afternoon had turned to evening while we’d been working and now sunset was quickly approaching. The sun was almost at the horizon, and the tall trees were casting deep shadows across the little clearing.

      Amelia stood as well, then gave me an intent look. “Well, go on. Aren’t you going to try out your new skill?”

      I smiled broadly at her. “I guess I am!”

      The excitement in Amelia’s face was infectious.

      “I’m looking forward to this,” she said.
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      Evening was deepening around us. I held up my arm again and looked at my new tattoo. It should give me the ability to use projectile fire magic.

      Now it was time to test my new ability.

      I scanned the clearing for something I could blast spells at. Over on one side of the clearing was a stack of boulders, three yards high, five yards wide, and covered in a thick growth of damp moss.

      “That’ll do nicely,” I said as I turned to face the stack. It made a good target, because I didn’t want to take the chance of hitting any trees and starting a fire. That was a real danger using this spell in a forest.

      “I’ll stay out of the way,” said Amelia, taking up a position behind me and off to my right.

      I took a deep breath and centered myself, then drew some Mana down from my pool and focused it into my arm. This time, I guided it into the big flame in the middle of the original tattoo, then on, into the three spears behind it. The runes glowed warmly in the cool dimness of the clearing. Once these two elements of the rune were filled with Mana, I forced the magical energy out onto my hand.

      Three fireballs appeared, equidistant, crackling away on my palm. They were smaller than the single fireball I’d cast previously, just as Amelia had said they would be.

      “It’s working!” I heard Amelia breathe.

      She sounded impressed, but I was wondering if there would be a way to upgrade their size. I’d need an augmentation on the existing tattoo before that, or perhaps more Mana could do the trick. For now, this single cast was using a big chunk of my Mana.

      “Here goes,” I said.

      I drew my hand back and hurled the three fireballs. They flashed blindingly bright in the fading light as they flew forward with a woosh. As they rushed toward the boulders, they started to spread out. All three burst against the piles of stones ten yards away, but one almost missed the boulders altogether. I hadn’t expected them to fan out like that. Now that I’d seen them in action, it made sense that they would grow further apart as they traveled through the air.

      I looked at my tattoo on my arm, and the three spears were glowing.

      “You did it!” Amelia exclaimed.

      Her eyes were shining at me when I looked at her.

      “This will be amazing for fighting mobs of monsters if we get attacked by more than one,” I said. “I’ll have to practice my accuracy though because I almost missed the boulder completely with the right-most fireball.”

      “I can hardly believe that worked,” Amelia said.

      “I’m a bit dumbfounded myself,” I said. “I managed to draw a new tattoo. This is huge.”

      “I wonder how many more tattoos you can wear,” Amelia said.

      I grinned. “As many as I can fit on my body. I’ll make sure of that.”

      I looked at the rocks again. The fireballs had each left a black scorch mark against the stone, but they hadn’t damaged it beyond that.

      “It would be a good idea to get used to casting that spell,” Amelia said.

      “I can throw a few more,” I said as I turned to face the boulders.

      “You have enough Mana?”

      “I can already feel it regenerating. It’s almost full again.”

      I repeated the procedure of drawing Mana through the flame tattoo and then into the three spears. I summoned the fireballs on my hand again. This time, I didn’t hesitate before I flung them toward the rocks. They whizzed through the air and exploded against the rock face.

      “They’re much closer together,” I observed. “It seems like they fly closer together if I cast more quickly. This is brilliant.”

      I tried once more, waiting just a couple of seconds with the fireballs in my hand. They spread out, but not as far as the first time.

      “I can control how far they spread by timing my cast.”

      “That’s amazing,” Amelia said. “You’re learning so much about how to use your Mana so quickly. Normally it takes weeks for Mages to get to this point. I don’t have any personal experience, but I’ve read about apprentice Mages getting all hot and bothered when they can only cast a single spell per day.”

      “Well, I need to be even faster. We are likely to face more monsters in these woods, and who knows who else might come for us once they figure out what I can do. If I’m the only Ink Mage in the world, it’s up to me to find out what that means and what I can do. That starts by not getting killed by monsters in my first few days of freedom! I want to get us back to the road, get some supplies from the wagons, and then make our way to somewhere where we can think about the implications of this new power. Yeah, I’m going to need to learn more and faster than any apprentice at Astros.”

      “You’re right,” Amelia said. “Let’s see if there’s anything else we can use in my book at the moment.”

      She turned to the book again, which she’d laid on the ground behind us while I’d been casting. After turning the pages for a moment, she stopped at a page with symbols etched in cold blue on the parchment. These were Cold spells: icicle symbols, frost blasts, and snowflake symbols of different shapes and sizes.

      Amelia looked at this thoughtfully, then reached into her pouch and pulled out a couple of blue Beast Cores. There were the ones we’d taken from the boar we’d fought, the one that had blasted me with frost. “We have these two cold Cores left over from the boar you killed,” she said. “I wonder if you can cast Cold spells as well as Fire spells. Generally, Mages have only one Elemental Affinity and can only cast spells within that affinity— fire, ice, lightning, nature, and wind. But I recall reading that Ink Mages can cast spells from more than one element. If you really are an Ink Mage, perhaps you can do that too?”

      “Let’s find out,” I said, sitting down beside her. “What’s the best design for a Cold spell?”

      “They’re all here,” Amelia said, indicating the open chapter in the book, “but it’s getting a bit dark to see them properly.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I’ll get a fire going.”

      I gathered some branches off the ground and broke them into smaller lengths. Normally, I would need some tinder to strike a spark into, as well as kindling and lighter sticks to carefully build the fire up from a small flame. This time, I had a feeling I wouldn’t need any of that.

      I considered using a fireball to light the fire, but I remembered what a mess it had made of a trollman’s torso earlier. I didn’t want to blow up the stack of wood in our faces. Instead, I collected a few small sticks and held them on my hand to light them on fire. I pushed my Mana into the Fire rune on my tattoo, then into the palm of my hand, heating up the leaves and twigs gently, just as I’d heated the ropes to escape earlier.

      Within a few seconds, smoke began pouring out, then a bright flame licked up around the twigs. This heat was enough to burn me, and I quickly laid the burning kindling into the hollow I’d made in the mossy ground. That was interesting—I couldn’t be burned by my own spells, but I could still be burned by fires which I’d started. Good to know. I’d need to be careful not to be complacent around fire.

      I added more sticks, and the flame quickly caught, crackling greedily up the dry wood.

      The glow almost blinded us for a moment as the flames curled and danced in the relative darkness of the deep dusk. Carefully, I added a few bigger pieces. The sappy wood spat and crackled as it caught, letting forth a pleasant, resinous scent.

      “Oh, that’s better,” said Amelia. The glow of the firelight played over the shapely contours of her pretty face and danced on her pale skin.

      “How far do you think the wagons are from here?” she asked.

      “I can’t hear the oxen lowing, so it must still be a bit of a walk, but I recognized the area we were walking through. It can’t be too far. Do you need to eat now? Do you want to find the wagons before trying any more magic?”

      “Not at all,” Amelia replied hastily. “I’m too excited to see if you can cast Cold spells. But it will be good to go and get some food soon.”

      “There’s plenty of food in the wagons.” I sat down beside her. “We can eat as soon as we find them.”

      Amelia nodded, looking pleased, and sat near the fire, flicking through the pages of the Cold spells section until she found what she was looking for. “Here it is,” she said, pointing at the page. “The most basic Cold spell.”

      “It’s very similar to the fireball spell,” I noted as I looked at the page. “A snowflake with a spear running through it. I’m guessing that allows me to summon ice and throw it.”

      “You’re picking this up fast,” Amelia said. “Although I’m not sure what form the spell takes. It may not be a ball this time.”

      “Only one way to find out,” I said as I picked up my dagger, ready to draw once more. “I’ll do it on my right arm this time. I want to leave room on the left for more supporting runes for fire.”

      I built the fire up and made sure there was more wood ready to hand. Then, we found the weak spot in the blue Cold Core and, as before, carefully punctured the membranous underlayer and allowed the ink to flow up into the dagger’s hollow tip. The blue fluid glowed faintly, lighting up Amelia’s hand as she sat close, holding the Core upright.

      As the ink flowed into the dagger, I felt the familiar tugging sensation in my Mana pool. It was weaker than it had been before. Certainly present, but weaker. That made me feel a little uneasy—did it mean that I wouldn’t be able to use Cold spells after all?

      “Well, I’ve opened the Core now,” I muttered, “so I’ll finish what I’ve started.”

      Settling myself and focusing on the task, I set to work copying the snowflake and spear design onto my right arm. It wasn’t quite as easy using my left hand to draw the design, but fortunately I was almost ambidextrous. I’d always made an effort to use my left hand for complex tasks when I was working on the farm as a child. You never knew when you might need that ability. I was pretty glad about it now.

      It wasn’t only using my left hand which made drawing the tattoo difficult; the snowflake was also a tricky design to follow. There were some intricate corners to draw. So, I took my time, drawing each corner and angle with care. As had happened when I had been working on the orange Fire tattoo, a subtle feeling of calm settled over me as I watched each blue dot of ink take its proper place under my skin. It would be wrong to say the design made itself—it didn’t—but as I worked, I became aware that the dagger, the Beast Core ink, and my Mana were wall combining to lead me as I pricked the design into my skin.

      I took my time, confident in my new ability, focused on the task at hand, dipping the dagger in the Core every now and again to replenish the tattooing dagger’s inkwell. The light of the fire flickered over my arm as I worked. Occasionally a knot on the wood would catch alight, bursting with a crackle and a hiss and throwing sparks into the night air. There was no other sound.

      I paused when I was almost halfway through drawing the tattoo, sitting up straight and blinking a few times as I looked around.

      The light from our fire illuminated the tops of the trees, showing the bright gleam of eyes watching us, probably owls waiting to see mice on the forest floor. Although I did wonder whether there might be more Beasts in the forest, I didn’t feel any suggestion of the tugging sensation I had experienced previously when Beasts were near.

      “You’re finished?” Amelia asked me, peering at the design.

      “Not yet. How much ink is left?”

      Amelia peered into the core. “Perhaps half?”

      “Should be enough,” I said. “We don’t want to open the second Core if we’re not going to use all its ink.”

      I refilled the dagger with ink again and began working on the design again. As I began to approach the final details, I spoke out loud what had been troubling me the whole time.

      “I can’t feel my Mana moving. I’m not sure what’s wrong. By this point in the drawing of the Fire tattoo, I could feel my Mana being drawn toward it.”

      “Maybe that means you don’t have a Cold affinity?” Amelia suggested.

      My stomach sank a bit at that thought. “I hope that’s not it. I’ll keep going with this tattoo until it’s finished and see if I can cast it. Besides, it would look pretty silly if I left it unfinished.”

      I kept going until I had finished the full snowflake and the spear going through it, driving the bright blue ink under my skin until every detail was complete.

      Nothing happened.

      I was expecting a flash, a bright light, and the sense of power which had come with finishing the Fire tattoo, but there was nothing.

      “Is that it?” I asked Amelia. “Have I missed something? Why is it not glowing?”

      “It’s not healing either,” she commented.

      She was right. The tattoo stung and blood seeped from the design.

      I felt sure casting the spell would not work, but I was determined to try. I stood up and moved away from the fire. I didn’t want to put the fire out with a blast of ice, if the spell did work. Amelia didn’t say a word.

      I drew on my Mana pool and brought it down into my right arm. Then, just as I’d done with my Fire runes, I fed this Mana into the snowflake.

      Nothing happened.

      The skin didn’t light up, I didn’t feel any of my Mana being consumed, and I certainly didn’t get any ice forming on my hand.

      “It’s not working,” I said. “I don’t have the affinity, so I can’t cast the spell.”

      I dropped my arm and turned back to Amelia. “I guess I’d better bind up this tattoo and keep it clean. It’ll take a while to heal for itself.”

      Amelia seemed very disappointed. She struck her book with a closed fist in frustration.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “I encouraged you to do it, and I was really hoping that would work. Now you’ve a useless tattoo and we’ve wasted a Beast Core. The legends suggested that Ink Mages could cast with more than one element, which other Mages can’t do.”

      She seemed even more affected by the failure than I was. It was disappointing, but it wasn’t all that bad. In the light of the fire, I thought I saw a tear at the corner of her eye.

      “Hey, come on, Amelia, it’s not as bad as all that,” I said, trying to sound cheerful. “At least it looks cool. Maybe I can gain a Cold affinity at some point in the future?”

      “Gain an affinity? I’ve never heard of that happening before.”

      “Well, maybe I’ll get lucky.” I grinned at her in the firelight, and I saw her smile.

      “I’m glad you’re not too upset.” She sounded relieved.

      I pulled my shirt off and set about cutting strips from it to bind up my tattoo. It was a long garment, falling almost to my knees, as was the style for farmer’s clothes in Aranor. I could take some fabric off the bottom to use as a binding without ruining it.

      When I glanced up, Amelia was staring wide-eyed at me. She seemed a little out of breath, and I was suddenly aware of how the firelight played across my broad chest and flat belly. I restrained my desire to grin at her flustered reaction and pretended I hadn’t noticed how hot she was getting at the sight of my body.

      “It is a pity,” I admitted as I bound the strips of cloth firmly around the fresh tattoo, “but it’s not too big a deal.”

      I finished binding up my arm and pulled my shirt on again. That was when the last cold Beast Core, sitting beside Amelia’s book, caught my eye, and a new thought struck me.

      “Hey,” I suggested, “why don’t I try giving you a tattoo with the ink from the other cold Core?”

      “Me?” Amelia sounded shocked.

      “Yeah, why not? Do you have any affinities that you know of?”

      “Not that I know of. I was never tested. I’ve always been classed as Sensitive to the elements, which helped in my work as a scholar, but I’ve never tried to cast anything.”

      I remembered something.

      “Wait a minute,” I said, “remember when the boar came near us?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, you felt it first, didn’t you?”

      “I guess so,” she looked unsure, thinking back. “Yeah, you’re right, I did feel it first.”

      “But when the fire Beast attacked us later, it was me who felt it, not you.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I think that our Elemental Sensitivities are strongest toward the elements which we may have affinities for. We’ve seen that I have the fire affinity, and I sensed the fire Beast much more strongly than you, but you sense the Cold Cores in Beasts much more strongly than I do. I think that suggests that you do have a Cold affinity, which you’ve just not discovered yet!”

      “You mean you don’t feel a strong attraction to this Core?” she reached out and picked the Cold Core up from where it lay beside the book.

      “I can sense it, but not strongly.”

      “For me, it’s like an almost irresistible pull… You really think this means I might have a Cold affinity? That I could do spells if I had a tattoo as well?” she was beginning to sound excited.

      “There’s only one way to find out,” I said. “I’m supposed to be able to give tattoos, since I’m an Ink Mage. I think we should try it. At the very least, it would look great on your arm. I think it would suit you.”

      “Do you think so?” Amelia blushed slightly. “But the Cores are worth so much; we can’t just waste one on giving me a tattoo for looks. Not that I don’t like the look of them, mind you. Your tattoo makes you look very... dashing.” She reddened even more at that before she blurted out, “I don’t want to waste so precious a resource.”

      I laughed lightly at her embarrassment. “Don’t worry; if it works and you can cast a spell, we’ll be able to collect the Cores again quickly enough. Come on, I want to see if this works. You saved my skin a couple of times today, and I want to give you something in return.”

      “If you insist,” Amelia said. Her expression was tentative as she sat down at the fire, but her eyes were shining with eagerness. She’d always studied magic, but never been able to cast it herself. I hoped I could change that for her.

      “Give me your arm,” I said, picking up the knife again. “This will sting a bit. Let me know if it’s too much.” I did my best to infuse my voice with confidence. I’d given Katlyn a tattoo before, but I wouldn’t say I was hugely experienced. But after seeing Amelia’s eagerness about receiving a tattoo, I couldn’t let her down.

      We opened the second cold Core, and Amelia gasped with her Elemental Sensitivity as the ink flowed up into the dagger, ready to begin the tattoo.

      I laid Amelia’s right arm against my knee and held the dagger tip over the pale white skin. I could see blue veins underneath. Evidently, she spent a lot of time in the library. I could feel her arm quivering as I pressed the point of the knife against the skin. I pushed the knife a bit harder. A drop of bright red blood welled up on the skin, and the blue ink slipped into place, spreading and glowing slightly with its own uncanny light. Amelia sucked in her breath.

      “Does that hurt?” I asked, looking up at her face.

      Amelia shook her head. “A little. I’ll be fine. Please, keep going.”

      The fire flickered, casting shadows over us as I worked. I had to pause a couple of times to throw a bit more wood on the fire.

      I continued drawing the tattoo, pricking the basic snowflake and spear design into the skin, and regularly dipping the dagger tip into the last Beast Core to replenish my supply of sticky ink. Occasionally, I heard my stomach rumble. It was an odd way to spend the evening when we were both so hungry, but we were both keen to see if this would work. It wouldn’t be long before we got back to the caravan and could eat the slavers’ food.

      I was able to draw the snowflake a bit faster this time, having done it once before. Again, I felt the now-familiar calm of the trance-like state which seemed to overtake me while I was tattooing. My Mana responded to the process, too, and I felt that I was again being guided by something bigger than myself. I drew the spear going through the snowflake, which was the simplest part, as most of the lines were straight. I carefully wiped up the blood which seeped from the tattoo as I went.

      “This is the last little bit,” I murmured, as much to myself as to Amelia. I slid the point of the dagger across her skin, quickly pricking the last detail into her skin: the very tip of the spear.

      As the blue lines met at the point, the whole tattoo flashed bright blue, lighting up our faces with a cold, unnatural radiance. Amelia made a breathless little sound as the skin knitted itself back together before our very eyes. The swelling died down, and the skin was whole and smooth again as the light faded.

      We both laughed out loud in our amazement and delight.

      “You did it!” Amelia was almost crying. She reached out and hugged me fiercely. “You’ve shown me that I have an affinity! I can be a Mage as well!”

      I hugged her back. Despite the journey, the fighting, and the days she’d spent in the slavers’ wagon, she still smelled wonderful.

      “This is incredible,” I said. “I can give other people tattoos too!”

      “You really are an Ink Mage,” Amelia said as she stared in wonder at her new tattoo. “It seemed too incredible to be true, but this proves it beyond a doubt.”

      “I’m just glad I didn’t mess up your rune. You were shaking like a leaf there.”

      She suddenly scrutinized the tattoo, as though I might have made a mistake while drawing it.

      “There aren’t any mistakes,” I said to assuage her concerns.

      “No, you’re right. There aren’t.” She beamed at me. “You know what this means, don’t you? I can cast spells! Although I’m not sure if the Librarians would understand if I returned to them with this marking.”

      “I don’t think you’ll be heading back to them anytime soon. Until then, at least that tattoo looks mighty fine on your arm, if I do say so myself.”

      Amelia laughed. “You think it looks good on me?”

      “I think it makes you look even more beautiful.”

      She stared at her feet and hid her face. Her reaction made me wonder if she’d ever received a compliment before.

      “Well, go on,” I said, “I want to see what you can do.”

      “All right,” she replied. She looked both scared and excited at the same time.

      Amelia got to her feet and stepped away from the fire. I rose to my feet to watch. She stood on my left, facing sideways so that we could both see what she did with her right hand in the light of the fire.

      “I’ve never accessed Mana before,” she said. “How do I do it?”

      “I’m not quite sure,” I said. “I sort of worked it out just today be instinct. Can you feel a pool of it, near the back of your mind?”

      Amelia pressed her fingers to her temples, concentrating. Then her eyes opened wide. “I can feel it! I’ve never felt anything there before. It’s like… I don’t know how to describe it. It’s like the first flush of buds on a tree in the spring, or… or the feeling of cool water on your body after a day’s walking down a dusty road. It feels like it completes me. Is this new?”

      “Maybe you just acquired Mana when I gave you the tattoo? I know as much as you about this right now. See if you can access it. Bend your willpower on it, move it as if you were moving a limb, or visualizing an image in your mind. I think the Mana is as much a part of us as our arms and legs. I believe it can be controlled in the same way.”

      Amelia concentrated again. “I think I can feel it moving. What do I do with it now?”

      “Hold out your hand and think about forcing the Mana into your arm.”

      “It’s not working,” Amelia said. “My willpower slips off it. It’s as if I’m trying to grip a soap bubble or catch a lizard—every time I get my hand upon it, it slips from my grasp. How do you control it?”

      “I can’t really explain it,” I said. “It’s not like anything I’ve done with my body before. It’s a bit like breathing; you can’t really tell anyone how to do it. Just try slowing down and concentrating. There’s no pressure on you right now.”

      Amelia took a couple of deep breaths and closed her eyes. After a moment, she spoke again. Her voice was quiet, the edges of the words blurred, as if she was speaking in her sleep.

      “I’ve got it. I’ve got it now. It’s… I had to stop trying to grasp it. It doesn’t work like that, any more than it would work if I tried to pick my own legs to walk. It’s a part of me. You’re right. I control it like a limb. Ok, what do I do with it, now that I’ve got control over it?”

      “Now you feed it into the tattoo.”

      After another moment of concentration, Amelia raised her arm, pointing straight out, palm upward. The tattoo started to glow faintly. The glow got brighter and brighter. In the darkness of the clearing, away from the fire, the bright blue light lit up the treetops in the darkness. She opened her eyes and looked at me.

      “It’s working!” she said in amazement.

      “Now you should be ready to cast a spell,” I said. “Feed the Mana that’s in your tattoo carefully down into your hand.”

      Amelia half closed her eyes in concentration again. “It feels easier this time, I think I’m getting a feel for it.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said. “For someone who’s only just acquired Mana, you’re picking this up really quickly.”

      Amelia opened her eyes and looked at me again. “You’re a great teacher.”

      I chuckled. “Now, let’s see what you can cast.”

      Amelia’s hand started to turn blue. She gasped.

      “It’s ok,” I said. “Can you feel any cold? It shouldn’t be able to hurt you.”

      “You’re right,” she said, surprise in her voice. “I can feel the cold, but it doesn’t hurt. Is that what it’s like when you cast fire? Do you feel a heat sensation?”

      “Yes, I can feel the heat, but it doesn’t burn me. Now, send in some more Mana, see what you can cast.”

      “It feels like I’m draining my Mana empty, like water from a jug,” Amelia said.

      “You might feel a bit lightheaded if you use it all, but the feeling doesn’t last.” I said. “I suspect it’s normal for it to get low. You obviously don’t have much available just yet. Mine has increased from fighting with it a few times.”

      She nodded, thinking as she channeled her Mana. “Yes, that’s how I think it works. Feeling it in practice is so different from just knowing about it in theory.”

      Amelia’s hand continued to turn blue, and ice started to accumulate on her palm. The ice continued to grow and lengthen until it grew into a long, thin projectile, with a wickedly cruel, sharp point.

      “It’s a spear,” I said. “See if you can throw it.”

      Amelia drew back her arm and hurled the spear into the darkness. It crashed against the boulders. It was obvious that she had done some spear-throwing before, just from her technique.

      I summoned a ball of fire in my hand to illuminate the area as we walked over to look. A broad patch of ice had spread against the rock face.

      “Wow, Amelia. You could probably freeze a whole pack of monsters with this, if you hit them right.”

      Amelia said nothing but stared in awe at the snowflake pattern splayed out over the rock face.

      “Congratulations,” I said. “You just cast your first spell.”

      Amelia turned to look at me. The firelight glinted against tears in her eyes. “You have fulfilled a dream I never dared to hope for.”

      She walked slowly over to me and looked me fully in the face dropping her arms to her sides. When she reached me, she looked me right in the eye.

      Suddenly, with a convulsive movement, she flung her arms around me. I didn’t hesitate. I reached up to put my arms about her and embrace her.

      “Thank you, William,” she said into my shoulder.

      “My pleasure, Amelia,” I replied.
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      It was time to get back to the wagons. They were pretty close now. Amelia and I were both hungry; we had delayed our journey back to the road and spent time tattooing. Now we were both keen to get on the move.

      “It’s dark away from the fire,” said Amelia, looking up at the sky.

      “Yes, but there’s a good moon. Come on, it’s not far. Your eyes will adjust. Anyway, there might be more monsters about. We don’t want to attract too much attention if we can avoid it.”

      We carefully extinguished our fire by piling loose earth over the embers, then we gathered up our few belongings and headed out, taking a bearing from the position of the north star.

      When we got out of the hollow where we had sat and done our tattooing, we found that the land sloped steadily downward. The bright moon hung low in the sky, casting inky shadows across the swaying grasses. Amelia and I moved silently through the forest toward the road, and I noticed that she stuck close to me, glancing nervously around at the shadows. Less than half an hour had passed when we found ourselves looking down on the dark shapes of the slavers’ wagons by the side of the broad road.

      “No sign of anything having been disturbed,” I said quietly to Amelia. “Let’s go down.”

      There was no sign of the oxen which had drawn the carts. A quick examination of the dangling harnesses showed that the animals had kicked their way out of their reins and wandered off into the woods on the other side of the path.

      “Probably long gone now,” I said. “Good luck to them, I guess.”

      The slavers had moved the wagons to the side of the road before heading into the woods after us. In one, the body of Boris still lay face down in a pool of congealed blood. I wanted nothing more to do with him, but I grabbed Amelia’s white fur cloak from the seat where Boris had been using it as a cushion.

      Amelia had raided the other wagon.

      “My cloak!” she said, reaching out to take it from me. “Thank you!”

      She was clutching a rough canvas sack, but she put it down as she snugged the cloak round herself. “I put everything that might be of use into that sack,” she said. “Some food, a bottle of wine, some water skins, some simple tools and a few gold coins. There was a fire-lighting kit, too, and I grabbed it even though I guess we don’t need it. It’ll also be useful for carrying my spellbook. You want to have a look in the wagon for yourself?”

      “I trust you to have found everything of use,” I said, smiling. I glanced around. “Let’s go back under the cover of the trees. I don’t want to sit beside the road and eat; it doesn’t feel safe. If people came along and found us sitting beside a wagon with the body of a dead slaver lying in it, they might have awkward questions to ask. Come on, I’ll take the sack.”

      The canvas sack Amelia had filled felt promisingly heavy as I slung it over my shoulder. Wrapped in her white fur cloak, Amelia followed me back under the shade of the trees. We walked away from the road for a few minutes, then I heard something.

      “Running water!” I said. “There must be a stream nearby.”

      Ten minutes took us to a dip where a fast-moving stream had cut a deep channel through the woodland. The ground dropped steeply, and Amelia and I slid clumsily down the mossy embankment, laughing as we went. The water was cold and sweet, and very welcome.

      Once we had drunk our fill, we stood up and looked around us. Not far off, upstream, there was a flat grassy spot backed by twenty feet of nearly sheer rocky bank. We glanced at each other, smiling.

      “That looks promising,” Amelia said, and I nodded. We would be entirely hidden from view there, unless someone came down to this exact spot. It was a safe spot to camp.

      When we got there, we found that the stream had obligingly cast up lots of deadwood over the years, so I gathered this together to make a fire. Amelia had taken a small trowel from the wagon, and I used this to dig a bit of turf out and make a small hollow for the fire to sit in. A few river stones made an edge for my firepit. Amelia went down to the stream’s edge to fill the waterskins while I applied some carefully controlled magic to get the fire going.

      I found that with concentration, I could direct a small amount of flame onto my hand and hold it there, carefully feeding a flow of Mana to power the spell. When it was time to finish the spell, I just had to withdraw the Mana back to my pool, and the spell winked out.

      When Amelia came back, I had a welcoming little blaze going. The flames danced merrily in her large blue eyes as she stood smiling down at me.

      “Shall we eat?” I suggested.

      Amelia had found provisions in the wagon; nothing fancy, but very welcome all the same. There were sun-dried apples, chewy and incredibly sweet, and salty jerked beef. The trollmen seemed fond of a kind of hard biscuit with raisins through it, and though this took a bit of getting used to, it tasted very good to me after long days of stale bread rations while I had been a captive.

      It was not a cold night, but it was pleasant having the warmth of the fire against our bodies as we sat and recovered from one of the most active days I could remember. Once we’d filled our bellies, we drank the wine we’d discovered in some of the skins in the wagon. Amelia had found two glazed ceramic cups in the wagon, and we filled these to the brim, enjoying the fruity taste and the heady feeling as the alcohol flowed through our veins.

      The fire was giving off a strong heat, and I lay on my side, propping my head up on my arm and staring into the thick bed of glowing embers as I enjoyed the satisfaction of a full stomach and a cup of good wine. Amelia sat with her knees drawn up to her chest beside me, gazing into the fire.

      “So,” I said after a while, “it seems pretty unusual for a scholar to be sent from Astros all the way out here. How did that happen?”

      “I guess the Librarians chose me because I’m young,” Amelia said. “A lot of the other scholars are so old that they are barely able to walk the halls of the library now. And the Librarians are too busy with their experiments and things to go themselves. They sent me to investigate reports of trouble near the northern mines. They didn’t say it explicitly, but I’m sure they knew that there had been a monster escape.”

      “Right, and we know what that’s about now. The monsters we saw today must have come from the mines.”

      “Yes. I’m supposed to work out what has happened and report back to the Librarians.”

      “Do they not trust whoever is in charge of controlling the mines?” I asked. I wasn’t sure who exactly ran the mines, but I knew they worked for the Arcanists of Astros.

      “Well, whoever is in charge just let a whole lot of monsters out. I wouldn’t be surprised if an Arcanist were involved.”

      I chuckled. “I guess the scholars and Librarians don’t get along with the Arcanists?”

      “You could say that. The Arcanists believe only in arcane strength; they care little for scholarship or anything behind powerful enchanted weapons and those who wield them.”

      I didn’t understand much about the politics of magic users in the Kingdom, but I was willing to trust Amelia. If she said the Arcanists were a bad bunch, then I’d believe her. After all, the stories I’d heard of them seemed to confirm this truth.

      “If I were one of the Librarians, I’d be sending someone to investigate the monsters, too,” I said. “It can’t be good that the Arcanists aren’t willing to look into things. How are you going to go about getting answers?”

      Amelia sighed. “I haven’t really figured that bit out yet. The mines are a long way from Astros. When I set out, I had no idea what I would find here. I guess I was just planning to show up and ask around a bit.”

      “Well, you made it this far north, at least. Although I don’t suppose you expected to come half the journey in a slavers’ wagon.”

      “No, I didn’t expect that.”

      “Now that you’re free, can you use whatever sway the Librarians hold in the north to find us lodgings? You may not be a Librarian yourself, but you’re on a mission from them.”

      “I’m afraid not. I was given strict instructions to be very careful who I disclosed the nature of my mission to. The Librarians might not be Arcanists, but they’re not well-liked in the north, either.”

      “It sounds to me like someone sent you on a suicide mission.”

      “Those were my thoughts, too.”

      “Then why did you go?”

      “Because I wanted to see the world outside the Great Library. Thousands of books fill its shelves, and they all speak of such great wonders. I wanted to see some of those wonders for myself. I didn’t care what dangers the land beyond Astros might have posed.”

      “Well, look, Amelia, I don’t have anything better to do. If you’d accept my company, I’d like to help you find out what’s happening with the monsters leaving the mines.”

      Amelia smiled broadly at me. “That would be kind of you. I wanted to ask but I wasn’t sure how... ”

      “Don’t mention it!” I said gallantly. “It will be a pleasure to me to accompany such a beautiful woman on such an important quest.” I spoke lightheartedly, but I was not joking. She turned her face away. I couldn’t be certain in the firelight, but I thought she did so to conceal a blush.

      “So, you have never left Astros before now?” I asked.

      Amelia shifted her position where she sat, stretching her legs out and reclining in the heat of the fire, as I was doing. “Not really,” she replied. “My parents used to go out into the villages sometimes to help people, but back when they were alive, I was still too young to help.”

      She wasn’t looking at me. Her gaze was thoughtful, fixed on the glowing fire. From her words, her parents had been dead a long time. I wanted to know what had happened, but I wanted to be careful around this subject. Having recently lost my foster-father, I knew how much this topic could hurt.

      “I’m sorry, Amelia. You lost your parents when you were very young? What happened to them? You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

      “I’ve never really spoken of it,” she said quietly, “but I believe it would help.”

      I nodded and looked into her eyes. “I’m listening.”

      “My parents were killed during one of their trips to the villages. They were there teaching some of the villagers new farming techniques when a band of slavers showed up, looking for captives.”

      At the mention of slavers, my knuckles tightened around the stick I’d been fiddling with, and I snapped it in half with a sharp noise. Slavery had always been an accepted practice in the Kingdom, and though it was something of a gray area in the law, both the Arcanists and the King’s guards turned a conspicuously blind eye to it. In theory, the mines were worked by prisoners—criminals from the cities or bandits captured in raids who were transported by trollmen to the mines. In reality, the bands of trollmen were little better than bandits themselves, making raids on isolated villages and homesteads with impunity, looking for Elemental Sensitives and strong laborers to transport to the mines. Countless times I had seen the pain that this practice had brought to families and villages, and all to keep the supply of Beast Cores flowing to the Arcanists of Astros, the power behind the King. The injustice of it made me furious.

      Amelia was staring at me, and I realized I had sat up and was clenching my jaw and my fists.

      “Sorry,” I said, taking a breath and deliberately relaxing. “I’m not the biggest fan of slavers either. Please, go on.”

      Amelia nodded slowly, then turned back to stare into the fire again. “I can understand that. My parents tried to stop the slavers from taking some of the younger children. The slavers were testing for anyone with Elemental Sensitivity and taking them away. When my parents tried to interfere, they were clubbed to death, then the slavers left with a caravan of folk they’d been collecting in the area.”

      Amelia broke off. I looked at her. She didn’t seem to be crying, just sitting in silence.

      I shifted round to be beside her, put my arm around her shoulders, and let her lean her slender weight against me. I stayed silent as I put my other arm around her. Still, she didn’t cry, but she melted into me, clearly taking comfort in the closeness of our bodies.

      Her voice was calm and steady when she carried on. “When it happened, I was staying with Jacob and Fiona, friends of my parents. I always stayed with them when my parents went away to help people in the local farmlands. When a few days had gone by after they were supposed to return, Jacob and Fiona sent someone to investigate. They found out from the villagers what had happened.”

      Amelia paused again.

      “You don’t have to continue if you don’t want to,” I said.

      “Not at all. It was all a long time ago. I just feel a bit helpless when I tell this story. Jacob and Fiona enquired with the authorities in our district of the city and were simply told that there was nothing that could be done about it.”

      I scoffed. “Nothing they wanted to do about it.”

      “Exactly. They told us if we wanted any more information, we would have to file a report with some department on the other side of the city and wait for a response. Of course, we did that, but we never heard anything again. Jacob brought my parents’ bodies back from the village, and we had a small funeral after that. That was 15 years ago now.”

      A sudden anger swept through me at the endless injustice, and a desire to do something about it flared up in my heart. “I will find a way to help you get justice for your parents,” I said fervently.

      “I’m afraid they could have been killed by any one of the slavers who roam the lands,” Amelia said. Her voice was resigned, but she smiled sadly at me. “I wouldn’t be able to tell you which slaver killed them, or where he could be found.”

      Amelia’s gaze was on me, the fire glinting on her face. Her expression had been sad a moment ago, but now it was fierce. “But if we can do something to stop this hideous trade, that would do justice to my parents’ memory. They always tried to help poor people, less fortunate than they were themselves. To see how many of the poor folk of the Kingdom get torn away from their homes and forced to work in the mines, oh, it would break their hearts.”

      I nodded. I fully understood that. “You said poor people. Were your parents rich, then?”

      “I suppose you could say that. They did live in one of the wealthier districts in Astros, and they could afford to go out and help people in the villages for no profit. They were both from noble families.”

      My experiences with nobles were not exactly positive. I’d see them when I would visit the town near my foster-father’s farm, and the interactions were mostly relegated to paying taxes, offering our choicest cuts of meats, or accepting their scorn with a cool smile. In all honesty, I couldn’t stand the local nobles, but Amelia seemed very different.

      “I always thought of the noble families as greedy plunderers,” I said. “I never thought any of them would go out to help people.”

      “Some of them are like that, but not all of them. Both my parents and Jacob and Fiona were always generous to people they could help. Jacob and Fiona continued to look after me for several years as well. I don’t know what would have happened to me if they hadn’t.”

      “So, you went to the library soon after your parents died?” I asked.

      “Ten years after. Fiona knew some of the Librarians in Astros. She got me a position as an apprentice in the Great Library a few years ago. I was 15 when I entered, having spent some years learning in school before then. I’ve been studying there for five years since then.”

      “Sounds like you’ve spent a lot of time reading books.” I understood her desire to read. All the knowledge I’d gathered was either from experience or learning from people who were more highly skilled than me. The idea of increasing my learning and understanding of the world on my own, through the reading of books, was an attractive but unattainable dream.

      “Well, yes,” Amelia said, “but there’s more to it than that. School isn’t just reading books. There are teachers there whose minds contain more knowledge than a hundred books.”

      “I’ve had teachers like that,” I said. “My foster-father, Gregory, for one. A fellow named Jacques. And Katlyn.”

      “Oh, really? What did they teach you?”

      “Gregory taught me how to work the farm. Keeping animals, tending to our meager crops, repairing things. A little hunting and swordplay, too. Jacques showed me how not to stand out in Aranor. He isn’t exactly a lawful man, and I learned a bit about such things from him. He liked to call himself the Rogue of Aranor.”

      “And Katlyn?”

      “Uh, well, she helped me learn how to be a good lovemaker.”

      Amelia giggled. “Is that right? It sounds like you’ve had very good teachers then.”

      “And what did your teachers teach you?”

      “Nothing quite as practical or hands-on as your teachers.” Amelia smiled at me. “They were teaching me many things which I hoped to memorize for the scholar’s examination. I would have liked to have become a Librarian, but those positions are filled only be Mages. Instead, I desired to become a scholar. Once I become a fully qualified scholar, I can work in the library and continue to preserve the collection of books there, or I could go out and research magic, monsters and other things like that in far regions of the Kingdom.”

      “Looks like you’ve started that a bit early.”

      Amelia chuckled. “Yes, it is quite early. All the other able-bodied scholars were already engaged elsewhere. They had no one else to send.”

      “They must have a lot of confidence in you,” I said.

      Amelia smiled and nodded. “I’ve always been a voracious learner. I read anything I could get my hands on in the library, including many books I shouldn’t have.”

      The way Amelia spoke about books and learning was almost like Jacques spoke about picking pockets or brawling in back alleys. She certainly had a passion for it.

      “I never learned to read,” I said.

      Amelia turned to look at me, her eyes wide. “But reading is such a wonderful skill. You can learn so much about our world and discover wholly different worlds in your imagination...” She broke off. “Oh right. I suppose you couldn’t learn to read. You haven’t told me anything about where you came from. How did you end up here?”

      “There isn’t an awful lot to tell,” I said. “I was owned as a slave by my foster-father, Gregory.”

      Amelia flushed as I said this. “How awful! When you mentioned him earlier, I assumed he was a kind man. But it seems I misjudged him.”

      I raised my hand. “No, you didn’t. He was a kind man. Like a father to me. He protected me from the other villagers. My parents died when I was too young to remember them. My Gregory always said that the other villagers would sell me if they knew I had Elemental Sensitivity. Looks like they were right, ’cause they sold me after he died, and here I am.”

      “I see,” Amelia said. “Your story sounds even more sad than mine.”

      I smiled. “It’s a bit hard to compare tragic stories sometimes. At least you learned a lot of useful skills in your upbringing.”

      “Seems to me like you learned a lot too,” Amelia said. “I’ve never heard of a Mage being able to take down several monsters and slavers on their first day of training.”

      “Just did what I had to do, I guess.”

      “And it was amazing. Who knows what you might be able to do to fight for justice in this world if you keep training?”

      I looked up at Amelia’s face. “Thanks. It was all worth the effort today to be able to share this evening with you.”

      Amelia smiled at me. “Thinking about your worldly experiences, I very much envy you, you know.”

      “I’m grateful for what my foster-father and my friends taught me,” I said. “I would love to have learned to read though.”

      Amelia started at that. “Would you like me to teach you?”

      My mouth moved but no words came out. Why would this beautiful noblewoman want to teach me how to read? What did she have to gain from it? Then I recalled that Amelia wasn’t like the other nobles; she seemed to do things out of the goodness of her heart rather than what she might gain in return.

      “You’d do that for me?” I asked when I could speak again.

      “I wouldn’t be much of a scholar if I couldn’t pass on all this learning to other people, would I?”

      I chuckled. “I suppose not.”

      Amelia turned and picked up the book sitting by her side. She held it out to me.

      I stared at it in wonder. “I’ve never even held a book like this before.”

      “Well, go on then, this is your first chance.”

      When I took the book reverently in both hands, I noticed that it was heavy. I laid it on my lap and put my hand on the stiff leather cover.

      A quiver of excitement ran through me, and I looked at Amelia.

      She nodded. “Open it up.”

      I opened the book and laid the cover against my left knee, the rest of the dense codex resting against my right knee.

      The first page was blank. That seemed strange. What were you meant to do at a blank page? I stared at it for a moment.

      “You need to turn that first page over as well,” Amelia said gently.

      I felt heat rise to my cheeks. “Right, that makes sense.”

      I reached out and took the first page between my fingers. It was about the thickness of most tree leaves. The surface was a little rough and had a faint texture of browns mixed in with the lighter shades of cream and white. Near the top of the page were slightly darker gray markings. They almost resembled letters, like what I’d seen in the rest of the book.

      As I watched, they grew darker. The stark black outlines of ink letters started to appear on the page.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      Amelia stared, her eyes wide and her hand to her mouth. “I don’t know. This has never happened before.”

      I took my hand away, and the half letters started to fade again.

      “Pick it up again,” Amelia said. “I think your hand is doing something to it.”

      I took the page between my fingers again, and in the flickering light of the fire, we watched the letters continue to grow darker.

      My hands trembled slightly as I clutched the book. “Why is this happening?” I asked, my voice quavering.

      “I have no idea,” Amelia said.

      “What does it say?” I asked. The letters stretched across the whole page at this point, reaching from top to bottom, and had almost finished darkening.

      “Keep holding the page in your hand,” Amelia said. “I don’t know why, but it seems like your hand needs to be touching the page. I’ll read it aloud.”

      I grasped the edge of the page between my trembling fingers as Amelia began to read.

      

      “My end grows near. Ink Mage, in the hour of my final desperation, I leave this message here for you. Ink Mage, if by your touch you reveal this message, know beyond all doubt what you are, and what you must do. You are the only one who can save us from the folly of the High Order of Arcanists. Ink Mage, I have seen this. The greed of the High Order has grown great, and it will grow still greater in the years to come. The High Order of Arcanists will unleash a terrible evil upon the Kingdom. Only an Ink Mage has the power to confront this evil. I hope that even for you it will not prove too strong. You must prepare yourself with practice, and equip yourself with loyal allies and faithful companions.

      

      You will face a formidable challenge sooner than you might wish.”
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      “That’s everything?” I asked when Amelia had stopped reading.

      “That’s all that was written,” Amelia replied.

      We waited in silence for a moment. When I lifted my hand, the letters faded from the page in front of me.

      The fire had died down a little, and I closed the book and handed it to Amelia before reaching over to chuck a handful of dry sticks and a few bigger logs onto the embers.

      “What does it mean?” I asked as the flames licked up the fresh fuel.

      “I can’t say for sure,” she replied. “In all the books I’ve ever read, I’ve never heard of a magic like this. But the message was left there for an Ink Mage, and it leaves me in no doubt that there’s more to this than chance.”

      “I didn’t like the sound of that ancient evil which the Order of Arcanists will stir up.”

      “Me neither, but that’s an odd thing, too; I’ve never heard of such an organization. There is the Council of Arcanists, and the Librarian’s Assembly—both of those organizations advise the King—but the High Order of Arcanists? That’s new to me.”

      “Could be some secret group of elite Arcanists that doesn’t want to be generally known?”

      She was nodding. “It’s not hard to believe. The Arcanists are already an elitist group, and they always try to take every opportunity for power.”

      “If that was the case, then maybe they are doing some kind of secret magic, something they shouldn’t be doing?”

      “Well, I suppose if I can read forbidden books, then so can others.”

      “And perhaps there are other forbidden books, ones that you haven’t seen. Could that be possible?”

      “Oh, yes, the Great Library as Astros is an immense building, almost a city within a city, and there are countless secret towers and forgotten wings to the complex. It would be easy for a group of powerful Arcanists to hide anything they wished to there. The Librarians aren’t allowed to access many of the collections, and even they do not have the full run of the place. Nobody questions the authority of the senior Arcanists. I don’t think there’s anyone who really knows the whole building and all its secrets, but if there is, then it’s the Arcanists.”

      “The High Council,” I mused. “They sound like a powerful group, whoever they are. Have you ever heard anything else about Ink Mages which might tell us something more?”

      “Sorry, William, I can’t think of anything. As I said, the references are few and far between. I always thought Ink Mages were just a legend. Now…”

      The enormity of the task in front of me was almost unbelievable.

      “Who could have written this?” I asked, helplessly.

      “I can’t say, but it’s clear that fate has chosen you for some great destiny. What are the odds that I should pick the one spellbook in the library that would just happen to have a prophetic message for an Ink Mage written in invisible magic on the flyleaf? There’s more at work here than random chance, William. You have something big to do, and I think it’s my destiny to help you do it. The prophecy said you need faithful companions after all.”

      I looked into her beautiful face in the flaring orange light of the campfire. A moment ago, I had felt overwhelmed, but her commitment to helping me drove that feeling away as fast as it had come.

      “I have to get strong,” I said, rising to my feet. “I need to get more Beast Cores, make more tattoos, and learn more runes.”

      Amelia got to her feet also, laying her book down carefully. “For that, you will have to fight more monsters. We will have to train a lot in the coming days. Strange events are afoot. We have to be ready.”

      “You’re right about that,” I said. Suddenly, I yawned like a cavern. It took me by surprise, and I apologized as I covered my mouth. “Sorry! It’s been a long day, and I’m ready to sleep.”

      “Me too, but I think I’ll go down to the water’s edge and wash first.” Amelia said. There was a new note in her voice, which I didn’t think I’d heard before. It was pleasant, slightly teasing. I glanced at her face. She was smiling shyly at me. “You can come to join me if you want,” she said hesitantly.

      I raised my eyebrows at her inviting tone.

      “That sounds good to me,” I said. There was a sheep’s wool blanket in the plunder from the wagon, and I grabbed it and put it over my shoulder. Amelia stepped out of her boots and walked barefoot across the short expanse of grassy sward to the water’s edge. I took my own boots off and followed her down to the water. There had been no mistaking the invitation in her voice. This was a new side to Amelia’s character. I liked it.

      At the water’s edge, Amelia turned and fixed her eyes on me. Slowly, deliberately, she began to undress. It was clear that she wanted me to see this, and I did not look away. Instead, I made short work of getting out of my own clothes. Her garments were rich and of good make, much better than my tattered farmer’s tunic and trousers. When my clothes were off, however, I felt no shame about the hard, well-formed body that my years of farming had given me.

      We stood naked, looking at each other in the moonlight. She was slim around the shoulders and waist, but her hips and breasts were round and full, and she had long, muscular legs. The tuft of blonde hair between her legs was bright in the moonlight. The tattoo I’d given her stood out dark on the pale skin of her slender arm.

      “You like what you see?” I asked her playfully, as I saw her eyes running appreciatively up and down my body.

      “Very much,” she replied quietly. “No wonder you were able to fight those monsters. You’re very strong.”

      I felt the heat rushing to my crotch under her frank gaze. “Alright, enough dallying,” I said, a bit hastily.

      The stream was slow and wide here, and a deep pool glinted invitingly just where we stood. The water was very clear in the moonlight. I took two steps toward the edge, then, to my great surprise, Amelia lunged forward and shoved my shoulder, pushing me into the water with a splash.

      I gasped as the cold water rushed over my face and body. I quickly found the streambed with my feet and pushed myself upright. The water rose to my waist and lapped against my body. I’d been dragged a couple of yards downstream. I spluttered and brushed the water out of my face with my hands.

      “What was that for?” I asked.

      “Just needed to properly test the water.” Amelia laughed.

      I strode against the stream back to where she stood.

      “Let me help you with that.” I took a handful of the water and splashed her. She yelped and stumbled backward.

      “Let’s see how you like it!” she called, then sprinted toward the stream and leaped into it, water splashing all over me.

      We both plunged under the water and came up gasping, rubbing the water through our hair. Then we stood, facing each other, our bodies covered to our navels. The moonlight gleamed off Amelia’s bright blonde hair as droplets dripped down from it onto her shoulders and down between her full, round breasts.

      As I stood in the stream, I undid the binding on my failed Cold tattoo. I was pleased to see that it had stopped bleeding. Carefully, I washed dried blood from it with cold water.

      “Is it alright?” Amelia asked. I held it out for her to look at.

      “Fine,” I said. “It’s healed up well in the few hours since I did it.”

      “Good,” she said, and began to rub the dirt from her own skin, scooping water into her hands to do so. Her tattoo had healed completely as soon as it had been finished, since she had the Cold affinity.

      “Here, try using some sand to clean yourself.” I scooped some up from the stream floor.

      Amelia raised an eyebrow. “Using dirt to clean away dirt?”

      “It works, trust me.” I rubbed the sand between my fingers. “See, it’s totally clean, there’s nothing but fine grains of sand. They will do a much better job of scraping the dirt from your skin.”

      I gave Amelia a handful of the sand and scooped some up myself.

      “I’ve never had to do this,” Amelia said as she stooped to clean the dirt from her legs.

      I was a bit surprised that she’d never washed herself in a stream before. I couldn’t count how many times I’d bathed in the river that bordered my foster-father’s farm.

      “You always got to use the baths in Astros?” I asked.

      Amelia nodded. “I like this though. It feels a bit more natural than the paved and tiled bath houses that I’m used to.”

      “I’ve always enjoyed it better when I could get to a good stream and wash. Better than having to tip a bucket of water over your head.”

      Amelia laughed, her voice clear like a bell in the forest. She turned around. “I can’t reach my back very well. Can you get it for me?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” I said. I took a handful of the soft sand and rubbed it against her shining white shoulder blades. Her shoulders were rounder and more delicate than mine.

      I continued rubbing the skin as I moved lower, cleaning the dirt away and massaging the muscles.

      Amelia groaned softly as I did so. “That feels good; keep going. I didn’t realize how sore my back was after being tied up against the side of that wagon.”

      I worked my hands into the small of her back, massaging the knots away. I moved my hands a bit lower still, rubbing the skin clean where her back curved into the perfect swell of her buttocks.

      Amelia laughed. “I didn’t say I needed an ass massage.”

      “No, but I knew you wanted one anyway.” I kissed her shoulder where her wet hair stopped and turned her around to face me.

      She shied away my gaze. “William, I. . .”

      I interrupted her. “Help me wash my back and then we can get out of here.”

      I turned around, and Amelia started to massage my back. The muscles were sore, and I could tell there would be bruises where my back had been pressed up against the side of the wagon for days, bumping up and down the stony road.

      After she’d finished, I stepped out onto a patch of smooth sand on the bank and leaned down to hold out a hand to Amelia. As she rose out of the stream, the water poured off her body. She looked like a goddess. Every curve gleamed in the moonlight.

      The air was almost still this night, and my body felt warm after being submerged in the cool water. We walked back over to the fire, taking turns to dry our hair and bodies on the sheepskin blanket as we went. Once I had built up the fire again, Amelia and I stood and gazed into each other’s eyes. Her eyes were a bright ice-blue. Staring into them was like looking into a deep well; I couldn’t fathom their depths.

      Her full lips were parted, the tip of her tongue just showing between her sparkling white teeth. I reached out my hand and stroked her cheek with my palm. She raised her hand, laying her fingers over mine.

      “The prophecy said I would need companions on this adventure,” I said. “I couldn’t imagine a better companion than you.”

      “And I couldn’t imagine anywhere I’d rather be,” Amelia said, and stepped forward.

      She brushed her lips against mine. I moved my hand to her back and pulled her body to me. Our lips met, and our tongues entwined. I breathed in her scent, fresh from the water of the stream. The taste of her tongue against mine was sweet.

      Amelia’s hard nipples pressed against my chest. Her flesh was warm against mine. As she pressed herself against me, I felt myself growing hard. Amelia reached her hand down while we kissed and seized my stiffening cock. I groaned as pleasure flooded my body.

      Amelia broke off kissing me and brought her face away from mine.

      She gasped as she looked down. “Wow, it’s quite large.”

      She knelt against the sand and gazed at my manhood admiringly. My pulse quickened as she took it in her right hand, while with her left hand she cupped my jewels. I watched her chest rise and fall more quickly as the sight of me magnified her arousal. As my cock grew rock solid, she kissed it gently, as though it were some kind of precious gift.

      Her eyes met mine as she placed her lips around it and took it into her mouth. As she started to move her mouth up and down, she let out a soft moan, and my manhood grew increasingly hard.

      She continued to work up and down, her lips making a slick sound against my hard flesh.

      I withdrew my cock and brought Amelia to her feet. Her lips glistened, and there was an intensity in her eyes.

      “Your turn.” I gestured to where her white cloak lay on the ground next to us. She lay on the soft wool, her pale flesh gleaming.

      I knelt over her and stroked the soft skin of her stomach as I worked lower and took her nipples between my lips, one after the other. A moan escaped her lips. I worked my way lower, past the full round shape of her breasts, down to her navel. My hands stroked her thighs, and she parted her legs.

      I moved downward and kissed the fine skin above her neatly trimmed pubic area. She shuddered in response, and I went a little lower.

      The sight of her glistening sex ignited a hunger within me.

      As I tickled her slickness with my tongue, I massaged the region around her opening with my fingers. Her entrance was already wet and relaxed. I began to gently insert my fingers and stimulate the walls of her sex as my tongue continued to rub her clitoris back and forth.

      Amelia’s moans were growing louder at this point. “Yes, more. I want you inside of me, William.”

      She shuffled to the side and put a hand on my chest, pushing me onto my back against the soft wool of the sheep skin. I lay there as she lifted her right leg and brought it over my waist.

      She straddled me, one hand on my chest, the other reaching down between her legs to guide me inside of her. With a moan, she pressed down, and I placed my hands on her full hips as she enveloped me. She finally managed to bring my member fully inside her, as her pelvis met mine. She rose up and down, getting faster, her flesh slapping against me. Her breasts bounced up and down in time with her torso.

      I held her waist with my hands, and we looked into each other’s eyes. Amelia’s forehead glistened, and she bit her lip as she panted with the exertion.

      Her tight walls squeezed against my cock, which throbbed with each motion. I could feel myself climaxing as my balls clenched.

      Amelia’s breathing quickened, and I guessed she was on the verge too. I thrust against her, and we cried out together.

      As my seed poured out into Amelia, my vision exploded with light. My whole body pulsed with energy and pleasure washed over me in waves as I was emptied.

      A cold chill rushed over my skin as I was hurled into another reality.

      I saw before me a vast realm of ice. Immense stalagmites rose out of a wasteland, towering above me. The ice melded into walls of blue, gleaming in the pale light. At the top of this tower of ice stood a woman, clad in white fur, with a diadem of silver atop her fair brow.

      She gazed imperiously out over the ice at the army of mighty creatures gathered before her. Thousands of Beasts and monsters paid her homage. Giant bears, mammoths, trolls, and all manner of other creatures were assembled.

      The ice queen beckoned, and the animals roared. They stampeded toward the horizon, following her command.

      Then the vision faded.

      Amelia knelt over me, a look of concern on her face. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah,” I said, pushing myself upright, sitting facing her. “I feel great.”

      “You were out for about a minute there.”

      “I had some sort of vision,” I said. “I saw a vast realm of ice, and a queen commanding an army of ice monsters. And all this happened just as we both climaxed.”

      Amelia’s mouth dropped, and she pointed to one side of me. “What’s that?” she asked.

      I glanced down. There was a flickering blue light shining from somewhere.

      “It’s your Cold tattoo!” she said. “It’s shining with light, and look, it’s completely healed!”

      Amazed, I sat up and raised my arm. As I did so, I felt my Mana stir powerfully, running to and from between my pool and the newly healed tattoo. The blue light suddenly flashed out brightly, then died away again. Experimentally, I flexed my hand, pushing some Mana through the Cold tattoo and onto my hand. There was a crackling sound, and a thin coating of frost formed around my fingers.

      “You used Cold magic,” she whispered. “But… you didn’t have the affinity, and now you do? How. . . how is that possible?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      “I have the cold affinity already. Is it possible that I helped you unlock it?”

      “Maybe it is. I remember having a vision a bit like this when I first slept with Katlyn, but I’d assumed it was because we were both already drunk. When we both came, I saw a lake of fire, filled with exploding geysers of magma. A woman with fierce red eyes commanded an army of dragons and other infernal creatures. And my body was flooded with heat.”

      Amelia put her hand to her lips. “I remember reading that Ink Mages could access all the elements. That’s why I thought you would have been able to cast Cold spells before. Perhaps you need to unlock them first.”

      “I guess that would explain why I can now use both Fire and Cold tattoos. But how do I unlock the other elements then?”

      Amelia smiled conspiratorially. “You’re just going to have to find women to sleep with who have affinities with the other elements.”

      We both laughed.

      “That sounds like an exciting way of unlocking my powers,” I said. “But are you sure you don’t have a problem with that?”

      Amelia looked serious again. “You’re an Ink Mage. Your mission is to unlock your elemental affinities so that you can face the darkness that will threaten the Kingdom. The prophecy said you must find faithful companions, not just one. I couldn’t possibly keep you for myself. Besides, I don’t mind sharing.”

      I reached over and gave her a hug. We were reclining on her fur cloak, basking in the heat of the fire.

      “Well, I guess we will have to keep an eye out for women with elemental affinities as we travel to the mines.” I laughed. “This will be quite the adventure. I’m glad to have you by my side for it.”

      Amelia traced her finger against my tattoo again. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      She laid her head against my chest, and I wrapped the cloak around us.

      Tomorrow morning, we would begin our quest.
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      I woke slowly. Birdsong filled the air, and the early sun streamed through the canopy onto my face. Amelia lay with her head nestled into my chest. I lay quietly for a moment, thinking over all had happened; the battle with the slavers, the fight with the Beasts, the tattooing, the prophesy, and then our wonderful sex last night which had somehow awakened a Cold affinity in me.

      “Ink Mage,” I muttered to myself. This destiny might bring me danger in future, but for now, it felt pretty good.

      Today, we would decide on the next stage of our journey. Amelia had said that before she was waylaid by slavers, she had been traveling to Brightwater, a town which was near here, and intimately connected with the trade in Beast Cores from the northern mines. Picking up that journey seemed like a good way forward for us.

      We were naked, wrapped in Amelia’s white fur cloak. I slipped out of Amelia’s sleepy embrace and stirred up the embers of the fire, adding sticks and blowing on the embers until I was rewarded with a crackle of flame.

      “Good morning,” said a sleepy voice from behind me. Amelia had awakened and was sitting up, wrapped in her cloak, her blonde curls tousled about her head. She yawned and rubbed her eyes.

      “Good morning,” I replied. She looked up at me admiringly as I stood, and as I bent to pick up my clothes from where I’d dropped them the night before, she gave a small laugh.

      “It’s a pity you have to get dressed again,” she said. “I like you just the way you are!”

      I laughed and went over to her, crouching and kissing her on the lips before getting dressed. She stood, too, and got dressed quickly. This morning, she seemed shy of her nakedness in a way she had not been the night before. I didn’t question that; I just turned my back to give her some privacy while she dressed.

      After we’d been to the river to drink and to wash our faces and hands, we sat by the fire in the morning sun and ate dried meat and dried apples again, along with the fruity travel bread of the trollmen. There had been supplies for six trollmen in the sack, so there was more than enough for me and Amelia.

      “So,” I said as we were finishing up, “I’ve been thinking about our next step. You said you were on your way to the town called Brightwater?”

      She nodded, then swallowed a mouthful of food before she spoke. “That’s right. Brightwater is the nearest big town to the northern mountain range where the Beast mines are. Almost all the trade to and from the mines travels through Brightwater, and nearly everyone and everything there has some connection to the monster mining industry. It seemed like the logical place to start investigating the outbreak.”

      “Makes sense to me,” I said, “but how do we know how far we are from the town?”

      “Of course, with all that’s happened I’ve not had a chance to show you this yet. Look.”

      Flipping to the end of her big spellbook, she pulled forth a sheet of parchment which had been hidden between the pages and held it out for me to look at. It was a simple map. I could see a mountain range at the top, a big forested area in the middle with a road running through it, and at the bottom, many small symbols which would be towns, and two bigger ones. I couldn’t read the words that were written on the map, but I recognized the layout of the Kingdom. Amelia pointed to a symbol depicting a town. It sat near the edge of the mountain range and was marked with a small word. There was what looked like a big body of water beside it.

      “That’s Brightwater there, next to the lake which the town is named for,” Amelia said. “By my reckoning, we are on the road about here. See that bend in the road?”

      I nodded. “That looks like the spot we passed just before our escape.”

      “Which means that we are not far from Brightwater. All we need to do is get on the road and head north. We can be in Brightwater in a day or two at most.”

      “Let’s do that,” I said. “We can rest there, and maybe you can get more information about your quest. It makes sense to head there without delay.”

      We packed enough supplies to last us a couple of days into a carry sack, which I slung over my shoulder. Amelia had her fur cloak now, and her spellbook, and we both had the ugly, practical shortswords we’d taken from the slavers after our fight the day before. I had a Cold tattoo and a Fire tattoo, and apparently, I could use them both. Amelia also had a fully functioning Cold tattoo, fulfilling her dream of being a spellcaster.

      All in all, it was a much better situation than we had been in yesterday.

      Satisfied, we kicked sand over the remains of our fire and struck out for the road.

      The road we trekked along was fairly well worn. We both wanted to put some distance between ourselves and the wagons as quickly as we could. So far, we had not seen any traffic on the road, but the body of Boris still lay in the bloody wagon, and we wanted to be well on our way before anybody found it and started asking questions.

      We walked in silence for a little while, reveling in the freshness of the morning. The clean smell of the forest filled the air. The tall trees and thick ferns came right up to the side of the road.

      Eventually, I broke the silence. “Although we might be hemmed in by trees on this road, I’ve never felt freer.”

      Amelia turned her head to look at me in astonishment. “This is the first day you’ve ever been free, isn’t it?”

      “It is. I’ve never once woken up free to decide whatever I wanted to do that day. Even though my foster-father treated me well, he was technically still my owner.”

      “I’m so happy for you.” Amelia smiled. “Freedom is something really worth fighting for.”

      She went on to explain many things which I could do with my newfound freedom, such as attending theatrical plays, visiting museums and art galleries, or listening to musicians in grand halls. Those things didn’t sound all that appealing to me, but I enjoyed hearing Amelia describe them in vivid detail.

      We had shared an incredible bond the night before, and I found myself simply enjoying the way the wind blew her blonde hair or how her ice-blue eyes brightened when she spoke of the pleasantries of the capital. For me, the freedom to enjoy her company was reason enough to fight for freedom. Not to mention the fact that, had I never broken our bonds and escaped the slave caravan, I wouldn’t have discovered my hidden talent.

      I was an Ink Mage.

      I could draw runes on my flesh with ink from Beast Cores, and those tattoos would allow me to cast spells. I currently possessed a Fire affinity, which meant I could draw tattoos of Fire spells, along with modifying attributes, such as the one which made my fireball spell produce multiple projectiles.

      Using the ink from a Cold monster’s Beast Core, I had drawn a Cold tattoo onto Amelia’s skin. She had been capable of casting that same spell, which meant she had a Cold affinity. I had also drawn a Cold tattoo onto my own skin, but I hadn’t been able to activate the tattoo. From this, I had gathered that I didn’t possess a Cold affinity.

      Until last night.

      Something had changed when I’d made love with Amelia. The vision I’d had of a powerful ice goddess in a frozen wasteland had coincided with my sexual climax. After that moment, I had somehow acquired a Cold affinity. My Cold tattoo, marking the flesh of my right arm, was now active. I simply needed to fill it with Mana and I could cast its corresponding spell.

      I was eager to test my new affinity, so while I walked with Amelia toward Brightwater town, I kept my eyes peeled for an appropriate location to do so.

      We had been walking for a couple of hours when we came to a spot where the road dipped and forded a little stream. The water bubbled across the shallow stony bed of the ford.

      “Wait,” I said as Amelia was about to step into the water.

      She froze. “What’s the matter? It doesn’t look that deep.”

      “It’s not. But I want to try something.” I crouched down and put my hand on the water.

      Taking a breath, I focused on my Mana pool and channeled my Mana into the snowflake tattoo on my right arm. The tattoo began to glow a light blue. I intentionally didn’t activate the spear component of the tattoo as I pushed the Mana out onto my palm to form a ball of ice, just as I had formed balls of fire yesterday. By not activating the spear in my tattoo, I hoped it would just produce more ice rather than a projectile since the spear was the modifying symbol that made spells into projectiles.

      As I pushed out ice onto my palm, the water on the surface of the stream around my hand started to freeze. I focused harder as I channeled more Mana out through my tattoo, and the patch of ice grew.

      “You’re using the spell in an interesting way,” Amelia commented. “You’re only activating a portion of the tattoo. Do you think I could try it?”

      “Go for it,” I said, my hands still outstretched over the stream.

      Amelia knelt beside me and also put her hand on the water. We both pushed our Mana through our Cold tattoos and then out into our hands. The patch of ice grew swiftly with our combined efforts, but the water was moving swiftly, and even together we could not freeze it completely.

      “I was hoping we could freeze the whole stream so we could just walk across,” I said as I got to my feet, a little disappointed. “Looks like we’ll have to get our feet wet.”

      I stepped to a stone about halfway across and grinned as I reached out a hand to Amelia.

      “That was still rather spectacular,” she said as she crossed.

      “It was amazing,” I said as we both reached the other side. “I wonder what we might be capable of with a little more practice?”

      “There are many things I don’t know about our abilities,” Amelia said as we continued walking. “My knowledge of the elements is purely theoretical.”

      “That reminds me, do you know what might happen if I combine my spells?”

      “You mean, if you attack a monster with both spells at the same time? It might confuse the monster, which I’m sure would provide an advantage.”

      “That’s not quite what I had in mind,” I said. “I mean, what would happen if I threw an ice spear at a fireball?”

      “That’s a good question. It would seem to defeat the purpose of having an ice spell, since it wouldn’t be cold anymore, but I suppose it’s worth an attempt.”

      We’d come to a wide spot in the road, and off to one side there was a spot where the trees gave way to a rocky outcrop. There was a deep cutting in the rock, as if stone had been quarried there in ages past. At the base of the cutting there was a wide patch of coarse gravel. I pointed at it.

      “I’m going to try combining my spells now,” I said. “I’ll aim for that gravel patch, so the fireball can’t set the forest on fire.”

      We stopped. I glanced up and down the road to make sure nobody was approaching from either direction, then I pulled some Mana from my pool and pushed it into my left arm. The Fire tattoo lit up as I infused it with Mana.

      Then I reached for some Mana to push into my ice tattoo. Immediately, the Fire tattoo started to fade, as though I could only empower one tattoo at a time. I wasn’t satisfied with this conclusion, so I reached with my willpower and pushed the Mana back into my Fire tattoo. Immediately, the ice tattoo completely faded.

      “I can’t do it,” I said. “I can’t control both strands of Mana at the same time.”

      “What you are attempting sounds like a great challenge,” Amelia said.

      “Damn. I wanted to see how the two elements might interact.”

      “Wait a moment,” Amelia said, her face lighting up in a bright smile. “I can cast an ice spear! Perhaps we can work together?”

      Not for the first time, I was taken aback by the ingenuity of the beautiful scholar.

      “That’s brilliant,” I replied. “All that learning is good for something after all.” I nudged Amelia playfully.

      “Hey, watch it! I might just see how good your defense against ice attacks is.”

      I held up my hands. “Only joking. Come on, let’s see if we can make this work. Tell me when you’re ready to cast the spear.”

      It took Amelia a little longer to prepare her spell, as she still wasn’t as used to having a Mana pool as I was. I waited with a fireball on my palm.

      “Ready,” she said, holding a spear of ice over her shoulder, ready to throw.

      “Throw it now,” I said.

      She hurled the spear forward at the patch of gravel. I threw my fireball half a second later.

      The ball of fire whooshed forward and grazed the spear. A puff of steam hissed into the air, and the spear splashed against the ground, totally melted.

      “Well, we can make a monster really wet,” Amelia said wryly.

      “Might be good against cats?”

      Amelia laughed. “Let’s try again.”

      We tried a couple more times, but with no better luck.

      “We’ll obviously need to practice this some more,” I said. “I still have a good feeling about the possibilities.”

      “We’ll just have to wait for my Mana to regenerate first; I’m feeling a bit drained,” Amelia said.

      We continued to practice as we walked, waiting in between for our Mana to recover. We both started to recover Mana faster as we practiced concentrating. Focusing on our Mana pools seemed to increase our recovery rate.

      The results were a little better each time, making the puff of steam a bit larger. I was excited by the progress since we could use the combination to blind an enemy temporarily. I got better and better at aiming my fireballs and regulating the size of them. I was confident that I could throw fireballs at the dirt of the road in front of us without sending them into the trees to start an accidental fire.

      I also practiced trying to hold more than one strand of Mana in my arms at a time, but that skill continued to elude me for now.

      The landscape was changing, the trees becoming thinner and the ground becoming hillier and rockier. As the sun reached the middle of the sky, we stopped at the foot of a hill overlooking the road. The ruins of a stone tower stood at the top of the hill.

      “I suppose that was meant to keep travelers safe,” I remarked. “Doesn’t look like it would do much good now.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” said Amelia. “Its upkeep must have been neglected for some reason.”

      “Oh well, it makes for a nice view,” I said. “This seems like as good a place as any to take a break. Are you hungry?”

      Amelia nodded, and we walked off the road a little way until we came to a flat expanse of ground where we stopped to eat. From here, we had an unobstructed view of the hill and the crumbled remains of the stone tower at the top. The sky was quite clear, nothing but birds and a few small clouds to see. Not much to hear either. We hadn’t passed any other travelers so far that day. That was a good thing really, since the road was frequently used by slavers. Neither of us were particularly keen to risk being recaptured by a slaver caravan.

      As we ate, we watched the top of the hill. The toppled stones stuck out like teeth against the horizon. I heard animals moving in the undergrowth around the base of the hill.

      “Do you hear those animals?” I asked Amelia. “I’ve never been this far north. Do you think they could be magical Beasts?”

      She shook her head. “I doubt it very much. Those two we stumbled upon yesterday were likely the only ones for miles around.”

      “What makes you think that? Didn’t the Librarians send you to investigate Beasts that had escaped from the mines?”

      “They did, but there were only one or two firsthand accounts of escaped monsters. Those reports were from three months ago, so perhaps the number of monsters has increased. Still, we won’t be taken off-guard; our sensitivity to elemental magic will notify us whenever a magical monster is near.”

      It was this same sensitivity that had led to Amelia and I being captured by slavers, the special ability that was used to detect the location of monsters in the mines.

      “Those clouds seem to be forming quickly,” Amelia observed as we neared the end of our meal.

      “Whoa, you’re right.” I looked up at the top of the hill. Above the tower, a stormhead seemed to be gathering.

      “Is that natural?” Amelia asked.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it. What could be causing it?”

      We watched for another 30 seconds or so as the clouds grew. They were heavy and dark, but they seemed mostly to surround the top of the tower. They swirled in a vortex toward the tower top, but where we were sitting, the sun continued to shine.

      I shuddered a little as a sensation arose in my mind. It was the same feeling I’d experienced when we’d stumbled upon those monsters yesterday.

      “Did you feel that?” I asked Amelia as I scanned the area for magical Beasts.

      She was looking around fearfully. “I felt it,” she said, then she reached out and grabbed my arm, pointing to the base of the hill. I looked to where she was pointing and saw the monster.

      About 100 yards from where we were sitting, a great brown creature lumbered up the slope. It was a fire bear, like the one I’d fought yesterday. Curling horns protruded from its head, tapering away to cruel spikes. Gouts of flame and puffs of black smoke leaked from between a mouthful of sharp teeth. The creature flexed long claws as it reared up on its hind legs for a moment before continuing up the hill. Its red eyes were fixed on the storm-wreathed tower.

      “There’s another one,” I said.

      Amelia looked where I pointed. Another bear had emerged from the edge of the treeline and followed the first. If anything, it was bigger and more evil-looking than the first.

      To our amazement, the two bears were followed by a group of three monstrous boars. Again, these were very much like the one we had fought the day before. They were bigger than regular boars. Spikes protruded from their backs, and freezing mist puffed from their noses and mouths, leaving a trail of frost on the grass behind them.

      We sat very still. One monster at a time had been challenging enough, but five at once might prove too much even for Amelia and my combined talents.

      “They haven’t seen us,” said Amelia quietly.

      “It looks like they are intent on reaching the tower,” I replied. “Even if they did see us, I’m not sure if they’d care. They seem to be being drawn uphill.”

      Sure enough, even as I spoke, the second bear reared up on its hind legs and scanned the area with its fierce little red eyes. It looked straight at us. Then, it snorted flame, dropped to all fours again, and ignored us to continue uphill.

      We had no time to consider what this might mean, because at that moment a shout pierced the air, coming from the direction of the tower. It was followed by shouts, the voice definitely that of a woman.

      I jumped to my feet. “We have to help her!”

      Amelia put her hand on my arm. “Wait, we don’t know what’s up there. It might not be safe.”

      “Obviously it’s not safe, there are monsters running up that hill. But we can’t leave a woman up there to die. We might be able to help.”

      “What if the voice is a trap? I have read of enchantments before that could lure strangers to their doom with false voices.”

      The clouds above the tower flashed with lightning, and thunder boomed out overhead. The sound of a woman shouting came once more.

      “You might be right, Amelia, but I can’t take that chance. If someone is in danger up there and I could have helped, I won’t be able to live with myself.”

      “Alright, I’ll come with you.” Amelia smiled, as if she was secretly pleased that I’d made the right decision, though her face still had lines of worry in it.

      “Leave the food,” I said. “We can come back for it if all goes well.”

      And if it didn’t, then it would become food for flies, just like we would.
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      Side by side, we both began to make our way up the hill. As we climbed, we glanced around to see more and more bears and boars emerging from the trees at the bottom of the hill, all moving upward.

      “Be careful,” I said to Amelia as we crested the top of the hill, “we don’t know what we’re going to find.”

      The top of the hill flattened out into a broad, open space littered with fallen stones, the remains of the tower and defenses which had once stood here. In the center, two remaining walls of the central tower still stood, soaring up from the middle of a wide flagged plaza with weeds and young trees growing from cracks in between the stones.

      All around the hilltop, bears and boars were converging on the central tower. Flames flared from the mouths of the bears, and freezing fog blasted with every breath of the boars. My sense of their Elemental Cores was pulling me in every direction, and a glance at Amelia’s grim expression told me she was feeling the same thing. It was an assault on our Elemental Sensitivity.

      At the same time, the roaring and stampeding of the magical Beasts made an incredible racket. Above the top of the ruined tower, the spinning vortex of cloud blocked out the sun. Lightning flickered from within its depths.

      Suddenly, a great fork of lightning crackled down from the cloud to the base of the tower. Unlike regular lightning, this elemental force was a deep purple in color. The boom of thunder that followed this was deafening, and we both ducked instinctively. Through the ringing in our ears that followed the roar of the thunder, we heard the fierce shout of the woman again.

      “Come on!” I yelled to Amelia, and we both broke into a run.

      I dodged the great stones lying on the hillside all around the tower, Amelia at my side. The tower walls blocked our view of the central plaza, but as we ran around the side of the tower, bringing the central plaza into view, I pulled up short.

      Amelia gasped as she stopped beside me.

      In the middle of the plaza, flanked by the ruined walls and tumbledown stones of the old tower, a woman was holding her own against a relentless attack by monsters.

      She was tall, nearly my height. A leather skirt with shining runes swirled about her slender legs, and her long, silver-white hair was whipped about by the wind of the storm. A leather breastplate hugged her figure, showing off the curve of her hips and her generous breasts. Her skin was olive-colored, her eyes a bright violet, and her expression was fierce but terrified.

      Scattered around the plaza were the corpses of several monsters; it looked as if she had fought off several waves of attackers already. As we watched, more were lumbering toward her from every direction.

      Most of them were bears and boars, just like the monsters I’d fought yesterday, but there was one creature that was different. Its body was like a gigantic lizard, scaly and shining, with a neck and head like that of a snake. It stood on all fours like a lizard, but it was easily twice as tall as a man. The long, sinuous neck swung the horrible head back and forth as it moved toward the woman. As it swung its head, a long, forked black tongue flickered in and out, and lightning crackled around its jaws.

      The bears and boars were congregating around this monstrosity. They crowded forward as a group, spouting flame, frost, and lightning at her, but then they snarled and drew back rather than press the attack.

      For a moment, I wondered how she had defended herself so far. She had a sword, a broad-bladed shortsword, but I couldn’t see how she could have held off so many monsters single handedly.

      How had she done it?

      The answer came when the woman let out a shout and slashed the air with her blade.

      The thunder boomed again, and lightning shot down from the clouds, striking her sword. With visible effort, the woman swung the weapon in a great arc downward, and purple lightning surged out from it, crackling along the ground. The lightning flashed out over the stones, dozens of tendrils blitzing out at the nearest Beast. A bear exploded in light and was left as a smoking corpse on the ground.

      She held her sword up in the air, ready for another strike. It was obvious by now that she was controlling this storm. I had no idea such power was possible, but now was not the time to stand and stare.

      Amelia was standing ready on my right. I glanced back at the hillside behind us. It seemed to be clear. All the Beasts had now made it to the top of the hill and were converging on the leather-clad woman.

      She brought down another strike of lightning against the Beasts. One of the tendrils struck the lizard-snake, but the lightning appeared to be absorbed into its skin, leaving it unharmed.

      “Amelia, you take the fire bears, I’ll attack the ice boars,” I said.

      Amelia nodded and started producing an ice spear. It made most sense for her to attack the creatures vulnerable to fire, while I took on those most vulnerable to ice.

      I pushed Mana through the flame tattoo on my wrist, then through the three spears beneath it, generating three fireballs on my palm. I waited only a moment, taking aim at a couple of boars to my left, near the outer edge of the plaza. The three fireballs shot out together, spreading only a short distance apart. They whooshed through the air toward their targets, which were still facing the woman in the middle.

      One fireball sailed to the right of them, bursting harmlessly against the stones, but the other two hit one boar each. Both Beasts let out screams of pain, blasting ice from their nostrils against the paving. Then, they both turned to face me.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Amelia’s ice spear skewer the side of one of the bears, spreading ice over its fur. The monster roared, pouring fire from its nostrils, setting one of the shrubs on fire. This would take the pressure off the woman we were helping. I just hoped we could take the Beasts as they turned to face us.

      I quickly summoned three more fireballs as the two boars began to charge toward me. This time I was even quicker. The two boars were only a few yards away from me and right next to one another when I shot three fireballs at them. One fireball hit each Beast straight in the face, while the other exploded on the ground in front of them, searing their legs with flame. Both Beasts roared in pain again. I jumped to the side to avoid the blast of cold air that rushed from their snouts.

      As the boars reeled from my attack, I drew my shortsword and summoned fire on the blade. The sword blade instantly became red hot. I leaped forward and plunged the blade into one Beast after the other. Steam rushed from their wounds, and they both slumped lifeless against the ground.

      Thunder boomed as the woman in the middle of the plaza cast another Lightning spell, frying several more of the Beasts.

      I looked up to see Amelia holding her sword aloft above a bear, which was struggling against the ground. Her blade was coated in ice. I smiled. She was getting the hang of this.

      She plunged the sword into the bear’s back. With a loud roar, the bear’s legs gave out underneath it, and it collapsed to the ground.

      The only Beast left was the snake-lizard. This monster was waddling forward, ever closer to the leather-clad woman at the center of the plaza. Its tongue flickered in and out, lightning crackling around its mouth. Her Lightning spells seemed to have little effect on it, and she was looking exhausted.

      Amelia stepped back from the bear she’d just killed and looked at the snake-lizard. The Beast had evidently survived the leather-clad woman’s attacks. It would be a tough monster to kill, but we both needed to see what we were dealing with.

      With a yell, the woman summoned another bolt of lightning from the sky, thunder booming and crashing as the raw power rushed into her sword. She grunted loudly as she swung the blade downward.

      This time she poured the lightning in one huge bolt. Thunder boomed from her swordpoint, knocking us both a step back with the powerful sonic wave. The bolt of lightning exploded against the snake-lizard. A hot burning smell filled the clearing, and I was blinded for a moment by the flash of light.

      When my vision cleared again, I saw the snake-lizard still advancing toward the woman. It hissed and shot out its tongue, and a bolt of lightning burst from its lips. The lightning struck the ground where she was standing, as she leapt to the side, narrowly avoiding the blast.

      “Quick, Amelia, let’s try and hit it before it sees us. It might be vulnerable to our attacks.” I summoned one large fireball. Amelia raised her arm and prepared to throw the ice spear that was forming in her hand.

      We both cast our spells simultaneously and struck the Beast from different sides at exactly the same time. The Beast hissed loudly, lightning flickering erratically from its jaws. The lightning struck the stones around us, igniting several of the bushes. I hoped this was a sign that it was hurt, because the Beast was turning to face us both now.

      We both cast our spells again, as quickly as we could summon the Mana into our tattoos. One side of the Beast’s hide was scorched as my fireball burst against it; the other side was frozen from Amelia’s spears.

      The Beast hissed again, spitting lightning out against the ground between the two of us. We both leapt to the side. I felt heat on my back, as the lightning passed closer to me than I would have liked. Unlike the fire I was able to summon, I could feel that this heat would definitely hurt me if it got any closer.

      The leather-clad Lightning Mage, her back to the wall on the other side of the plaza, summoned another lightning bolt from behind the Beast and struck it in the back, but the Beast didn’t even respond this time. It seemed to know that we were the real threat.

      I looked at the pattern on the Beast’s hide, scorched brown on one side, and frozen blue on the other, where our attacks had landed. I had an idea.

      I waited a moment. The Beast focused on us with narrowed eyes, gleaming in the gloom. After another moment, it hissed again, shooting out more lightning at the two of us, which we again successfully dodged.

      “Amelia, come closer to me and summon another ice spear,” I said. “Hurry, we don’t have much more time before it can attack us again.”

      Amelia raced to my side, her arm held aloft as the ice crystalized in her hand. I summoned a fireball in my left hand.

      “Aim for the middle of the Beast’s neck” I said. “And make sure you cast at the same time as me.”

      We had to be perfectly accurate. We’d practiced this move on the road, and we couldn’t afford to mistime it. If we could blind the Beast with a large enough cloud of steam, we could run in and stab it before it could cast again.

      I waited until our spells were both ready. “Now!” I shouted and hurled the fireball forward. Amelia launched her spear. I held my breath as the projectiles flew toward the monster’s neck.

      They collided with a boom. A flash of light erupted, and steam exploded against the monster. Chunks of the creature’s head splattered the stones of the plaza, and it crashed to the ground, stone dead. The monster’s head had been completely vaporized by our combined spell.

      “We did it!” Amelia cried, and she jumped forward and gave me a quick squeeze before standing at my side.

      “Well done, Amelia; you were great,” I said. Both Amelia and I were looking across the gore-spattered plaza at the tall, leather-clad Mage who was making her way a little unsteadily toward us.

      I looked at her. She was very beautiful, with finely sculpted lips and cheekbones, and eyes like amethyst gems. They were a strange color, but I figured they had something to do with her affinity for Lightning magic.

      “And you,” I said as she stopped, facing us, “you were amazing.”

      Her eyes were wide as she stared from Amelia and I to the corpse of the lizard-snake and back again. “So were you,” she said. “I’ve never seen an attack like that.” Her voice was melodious and clear, though she was a little out of breath from the exertion of the battle.

      I laughed. “We’ve never seen an attack like that either,” I explained to the Lightning Mage. “That was the first time we managed to combine our attacks.”

      Amelia beamed at me.

      The storm clouds started to dissipate, and the sun peeped through the clouds, shining on the spot where the Lightning Mage stood.

      “May I ask what your name is?” I asked her.

      “My name is Veronica,” the woman said. “I’m a Lightning Mage. As you can see.”

      “Of course,” I said. “My name is William, and this is Amelia.”

      “We’re traveling Mages, heading north.” I continued. “We heard the sound of the battle and decided to come help.” It wasn’t that far from the truth; I was an Ink Mage after all. I didn’t think telling the whole truth, that I was an Ink Mage following a prophecy revealed by a magic book, was a good idea to lead with. Better to get to know this woman first.

      Veronica raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Well, I thank you both for your help. The boars and the bears I could probably have handled, but that Lightning drake at the end, well, that would have been a challenge for me.”

      She ran a critical eye up and down our clothing and our gear.

      “If you don’t mind me saying so,” she said, “you don’t look like Mages. Those swords don’t look like great vectors. And your clothing doesn’t appear to have runes.”

      “Our swords work well enough as vectors for self-defense,” Amelia answered.

      Then Veronica’s gaze fell on my arms. Her eyes widened, and she glanced at Amelia’s arms as well.

      “And you have tattoos?” Veronica said, with apprehension in her voice. “You say you’re Mages, and I’ve seen your magic, but what is the meaning of this? Are you sure you’re not just common vagabonds?”

      Damn. I hadn’t thought to hide the tattoos before the fight. I’d forgotten what a stranger would think when she saw them.

      “They’re symbols of our order,” I improvised. “We’re part of a secret organization from the capital.” That wasn’t totally a lie.

      Then Amelia spoke up. “But what are you doing out here all alone?” she asked Veronica. “It’s not common for a Mage to be fighting alone.”

      “I might ask you the same thing.” Veronica crossed her arms. “Neither of you look well equipped to be taking on packs of monsters.”

      “We had no intention of fighting such large packs,” Amelia said. I was happy to let her handle the cover story. She knew a lot more about the politics going on here than I did.

      “We’re only here to investigate the presence of monsters in these woods,” she continued, “not to fight them.”

      Veronica’s expression softened. She didn’t look completely satisfied, but she seemed content to let the issue of who we were rest for the moment.

      “Well, thank you again for coming to help,” she said. “As I said, that Lightning drake would have taken me a while on my own.”

      I thought it probably would have killed her on her own, but I kept that thought to myself. The sun shone brightly now, bathing the ruins in light. There was no sign of the dramatic cloud vortex which had been above the tower during the battle.

      “Did you summon that storm?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Veronica replied. “My job is to thin down the number of monsters in these woods. I needed a way to attract them.”

      “You mean, you attracted the monsters here with that storm?” I asked.

      “Yes, it’s a taunting spell. That, and it gives me access to an increased source of lightning.” Veronica studied the blade of her sword as she spoke. She seemed to be a bit more relaxed now.

      Summoning a storm to taunt monsters? Seemed like a pretty specific ability. I wondered who might have discovered such a thing and why.

      “You said this is your job?” Amelia asked.

      “The people of the nearby town of Brightwater have hired me to hunt monsters in these woods. They were starting to menace the town and were causing disruption to travel and trade on the roads.”

      “We’re on our way to Brightwater now,” I said. “I was beginning to wonder why we hadn’t seen anybody on the road.”

      “Perhaps we can go together then?” Veronica suggested. “I’m getting a bit low on supplies. I was going to head back there myself.”

      “That sounds like a great idea,” Amelia said. “We mustn’t forget to collect the Beast Cores first. We’ll take the ones from the Beasts we killed, and you can take the rest, if that sounds fair to you?”

      Veronica hesitated a moment, looking at the Lightning Drake. She shrugged her shoulders. “Yes, that sounds fair. Lightning Beast Cores are worth a lot, due to their comparative rarity outside of the mines, but you did kill the Beast.”

      I couldn’t use the Lightning Beast Core on myself. If Veronica decided to join us for longer, perhaps I could give her a Lightning tattoo at some point. I was sure that would compensate her for losing the Lightning Core to us.

      “But what will you do with the Cores you collect?” I asked, curious about the Lightning Mage’s intent. “You only have the Lightning affinity, don’t you?”

      “Uh, I’ll sell them?” Veronica narrowed her eyes and stared at me like there were horns growing out of my head. “What are you going to do with them? Eat them?”

      “Oh right, no, we will be selling them too,” I responded hastily. “We haven’t had much experience with fighting magical monsters much yet, we only left Astros recently.”

      “But why did you bring my affinity up? What’s that got to do with it?”

      “Nothing, nothing at all. I was just mixing it up with something else. Don’t know what I was thinking. Let’s get to work and extract these Cores.”

      Amelia was standing next to me, looking a bit pale. Veronica gave me a suspicious look, then shrugged. We all got to work and extracted the Cores from our respective monsters.

      Veronica was obviously quite practiced. She had hers all out in the time it took for us to extract one Lightning Core, one Fire Core and three Cold Cores.

      We collected the carry sack we’d left at the bottom of the hill before the fight began, with our food and Amelia’s book still in it. Then, we all got back on the road and continued heading toward Brightwater.

      “Do you think we can trust her?” Amelia whispered to me as Veronica strode a few paces ahead of us.

      “Somewhat,” I said. “We need to know if she’s in league with the Arcanists. If she’s not, then we can definitely trust her better. If she is an Arcanist herself, or in league with them, then I don’t think we can trust her.”

      “Then we need to find out if she is an Arcanist before we can fully be sure?”

      I nodded to that.

      “If we can trust her,” Amelia continued, “maybe we can team up. She seems powerful.”

      “Maybe,” I whispered back, “if that happens, I’ll have a chance to gain a Lightning affinity from her.”

      “Ugh, William!” Amelia objected. “Really?”

      “I thought you said you don’t have a problem with sharing?”

      “No, it’s the fact that you’ve only just met her and you’re thinking about making love to her!”

      I shrugged. “I’ve known you for a little over a day.”

      Amelia laughed. “I suppose that’s true. But let’s avoid you thinking about having sex with her for at least as long as it takes to reach Brightwater.”

      “I’ll do my best to avoid it,” I said, and we both laughed.

      Looking at Veronica, however, I wondered how well I would be able to avoid that. She was incredibly attractive, as was the thought of gaining a Lightning affinity for myself.

      As we finished speaking, Veronica dropped back a few steps to be nearer us.

      “So,” Veronica asked, “what are two such freshly trained Mages as yourselves doing out here near Brightwater?”

      “We’re not freshly trained,” Amelia retorted. Her voice sounded indignant. “We were chosen by the authorities in Astros to investigate reports of trouble near the mines in this area.”

      “Yeah, right,” Veronica said, shaking her head in disbelief. “So, you were chosen by the Arcanists? Because, what? You’re their most trusted warriors? Don’t get me wrong, you fought well in that fight in the tower, but I would have said based on how you did that you’d been training for three months at most.”

      “We were sent out as investigators,” Amelia said. “We weren’t sent out to fight the monsters.”

      “And why would they send you out to investigate?” Veronica asked. “Couldn’t they just send a messenger to the mines to ask them directly?”

      “We work for the Librarians in the Royal Library; they have very little contact with the Arcanists,” Amelia said.

      Veronica smirked at this. “I didn’t think Arcanists and Librarians got along. The Librarians always focused a bit too much on theory for the liking of the Arcanists.”

      “Alright, enough you too,” I half shouted. They both stopped walking and looked at me.

      “Now look,” I said to Veronica. “You speak as if you’re not an Arcanist. We haven’t been totally upfront with you, because we didn’t know if we could trust you or not.”

      Veronica chuckled. “That was obvious.”

      “So, who do you work for?” I asked.

      “I work as a mercenary for the town of Brightwater for now.”

      “And are you in league with the Arcanists?” I asked.

      Veronica’s face wrinkled in disgust. “No. I’m not. The Arcanists are corrupt; they’re all seeking their own interests. If you’re going to try to change my mind about that, you can go your own way.”

      I sighed with relief. “We agree with that view—we’re not in league with the Arcanists either.”

      “You’re not?” Veronica raised an eyebrow.

      “Most certainly not,” Amelia said. “I am a scholar, sent from the Librarians of the Royal Library to investigate the rumors of monsters escaping from the mines. My mentor suggested that the Arcanists—perhaps all or perhaps only some—are responsible.”

      Veronica nodded. “I see. Well, I’m sure there’s plenty to investigate. I don’t trust the Arcanists one bit. That’s why I set out on my own path instead of trying to enter their ranks.”

      There was so much I didn’t know about the politics of these groups. “I always thought Mages and Arcanists were the same thing,” I said. “I take it they’re not?”

      Veronica looked disbelieving. “Have you been living under a rock? Of course they’re not the same thing. Mages must still obey the Royal Decrees, but the Arcanists are different. They are a special group of Mages who are provided access to the Royal Armory, where the most potent vectors can be found, along with the most talented enchanters. But I wouldn’t join their ranks for anything—not even for powerful vectors and enchanters who can create amazing runes.”

      “Right,” I said. “Thanks for the lesson, I suppose.”

      “Besides,” Veronica said, as though she hadn’t heard me, “there’s one thing the Arcanists are responsible for, the most despicable thing on the entire continent.”

      “The mines?” Amelia asked.

      “Exactly,” Veronica replied with a curt nod. “But more than that. The tradition of slavery started with the Arcanists. I don’t want to have anything to do with people who believe it’s fine to enslave others. Even if they’re useful for monster mining, like those Elemental Sensitive types.”

      This was interesting to learn. And if Veronica was prepared to take a stand against the use of slaves in the mine, it seemed like we could trust her. I decided to take the most blunt route to teaming up with her.

      “I was a slave until yesterday,” I stated plainly.

      Veronica’s mouth dropped open when I said that. Then she burst out laughing. “That’s a good one. You must think I’m a real idiot. No one starts flinging fireballs with a shitty vector like that shortsword after one day.”

      “I didn’t fling them with the sword,” I said. “I did it with my hands.”

      Veronica laughed some more at this. “Come on, stop insulting my intelligence. If you really don’t want me to hang around, I’ll just leave you guys to walk the rest of the way by your—”

      I held up my hand, with a ball of flame on it. Veronica’s mouth dropped open.

      “H-H-How are you doing that?”

      I snuffed the flame out.

      I turned my wrist over and showed her the tattoo on my left arm, which glowed orange.

      “I don’t understand,” she said. “How can you make fire appear without a vector? And why is your tattoo glowing like that?”

      “I’m an Ink Mage,” I said.

      Amelia gasped softly. When I glanced at her, I saw her eyes wide as she stared at me, watching our conversation. It was clear from her look that she wasn’t as sure about Veronica as I was, but I’d had enough of deception. My ability was my secret, and I could choose who I shared it with.

      I turned to face Amelia. “I think we can trust Veronica. She is no friend of slavers or Arcanists.”

      “You’re right,” Amelia sighed. “Getting captured by slavers has made me start questioning who I can trust.”

      “Wait a minute,” said Veronica. “I’ve never heard of an Ink Mage before. What does it mean? What can you do?”

      “It means I can cast spells using the tattoos on my body as vectors,” I said.

      Veronica stared at me. “I still don’t understand. I’ve never heard of anyone being able to do this. And what’s that tattoo on your other arm?” She pointed at the snowflake on my right arm.

      I conjured up a chunk of ice on my hand and held it out to her. “Go on, you can touch it.”

      Veronica reached out a trembling finger and poked the ice. She drew it back with a sharp breath. “It’s so cold. Wait a minute, you have two affinities? What the fuck?”

      She stood there shaking her head, alternately staring at my tattoos, at the ice on my hand, and  at my face. “What the fuck is going on? I don’t understand. You said you were a slave until yesterday? How is all this possible?”

      Amelia spoke up. “An Ink Mage is a very ancient type of Mage, who can create magical tattoos, allowing the wearers to cast spells without vectors.”

      “But tattoos are wicked,” Veronica interjected. “Only thieves and bandits wear them.”

      “That’s what we were taught to believe,” Amelia said. “But they can be used to create the most powerful magic.”

      Veronica looked at me again, disbelief still written all over her features. “And, you’re one of these ... Ink Mages? You discovered this yesterday?”

      I laughed softly. “I know it sounds crazy. I’m still getting used to the idea myself. Here, maybe this will help.” I took the sack off my back and pulled Amelia’s book out.

      “Let’s stop for a minute,” I said. The road was broad here, and the forest around us had thinned. There were outcrops of rock everywhere on either side of the road, and we went over to one of these and sat down. I opened the book on my lap. “Sit here and have a look,” I said. Veronica sat down on my right.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Amelia asked, sitting down on my left.

      “We need all the allies we can get right now, Amelia,” I said.

      Amelia nodded at that. “I suppose you’re right. We have no one else we can trust right now.”

      I looked at Veronica, whose face was still a bit white. She shook her head at me. “I don’t know what you have to show me, but if it’s more secret than what you just explained, I can’t begin to imagine what it is.”

      “Can you read?” I asked Veronica.

      She looked affronted. “Of course I can read.” Then she looked at my face. “Oh, right. You were a slave; I suppose you can’t read.”

      “I’m hoping to learn how to.” I flipped open the book. “Look at this page.”

      “It’s empty,” Veronica looked at me with pity in her eyes.

      I laughed. “I know it’s empty. I know that much about reading. Take it between your fingers.”

      “Um, okay.” Now Veronica looked at me like I was a bit crazy. She took the page in her fingers. I waited a moment. As I expected, nothing happened.

      “All right. Now, watch this,” I said.

      Veronica let go of the page, and I took it between my fingers. Immediately, the top of the page began to darken. Veronica gasped and bent forward to look closer.

      Just as it had last night, the letters began to appear on the page. After about a minute, the message appeared in full.

      Veronica read it out to herself in a quiet voice. I listened to her whisper exactly the same message. I hadn’t forgotten a single word of that life-changing message.

      

      “My end grows near. Ink Mage, in the hour of my final desperation, I leave this message here for you. Ink Mage, if by your touch you reveal this message, know beyond all doubt what you are, and what you must do. You are the only one who can save us from the folly of the High Order of Arcanists. Ink Mage, I have seen this. The greed of the High Order has grown great, and it will grow still greater in the years to come. The High Order of Arcanists will unleash a terrible evil upon the Kingdom. Only an Ink Mage has the power to confront this evil. I hope that even for you it will not prove too strong. You must prepare yourself with practice, and equip yourself with loyal allies and faithful companions.

      

      You will face a formidable challenge sooner than you might wish.”

      

      “What does it mean?” she asked after she’d finished reading.

      “We’re not exactly sure,” I said. “But it’s obviously meant for an Ink Mage.”

      “You’re probably the only Ink Mage in the whole world,” Amelia said. “It must be addressed to you.”

      Veronica sat in silence for a few minutes. Amelia and I waited beside her, allowing her to think.

      “This is going to take a little while to get used to,” Veronica said at length. “But I think that, like you, I could do with allies at the moment. You helped me at the battle with the monsters on the hilltop, and that means a lot to me. I’ll trust you, though it might take me a while to get used to your powers.”

      “That’s understandable,” I said. “It’s going to take a bit of time for me to get used to them as well.”

      That broke the tension, and we all laughed as we rose to our feet.

      I put Amelia’s book back in the carry sack, and the three of us began to walk again. The sun was getting lower in the sky, and we didn’t want to waste time.

      “I still can’t believe it,” Veronica muttered. “An Ink Mage.”
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      I continued walking down the road, flanked by Amelia on my right and Veronica on my left. The land around became rockier and hillier as we went north, and on the horizon, in the distance, we could see the blue foothills of the northern mountain ranges.

      The trees on either side were less dense and wild than they had been before, and we crossed more streams as we went. I guessed that they were all heading toward the lake Amelia had shown me on the map, the lake that gave Brightwater its name.

      We munched on some of the rations we had taken from the slavers as we went, and stopped to refill our waterskins once. Aside from this short stop, we didn’t delay, and so we made good progress as the day progressed.

      The women made some small talk together, and they seemed to be getting on well, which I was glad to see. I stayed silent, content to let them get to know each other as I thought over the events of the recent days.

      “So, how do these tattoos work?” Veronica asked, after a period when we had all been silent for some time, lost in our own thoughts. She couldn’t help the note of apprehension in her voice as she said the word ’tattoos.’ I figured I’d bring her round over time to realizing that tattoos were not inherently evil. It would take most people a while to get used to the idea.

      I gave Amelia a chance to answer, but she looked at me, so I did my best to explain.

      “I push a strand of my Mana directly into the tattoo,” I said, “and use the tattoo to shape the Mana. Then I just push the Mana out onto my hand to cast it as a spell.”

      “So, you can directly manipulate your Mana?” Veronica asked. “And, hang on, how did you get two affinities?”

      She’d asked me the same question earlier, but I hadn’t been sure if I could trust her then, so I’d let the question pass. Now that things were different, I figured I should try my best to answer her. I took a breath, then stopped as I realized that I didn’t even really understand it myself. How had I ended up with two affinities?

      I glanced at Amelia, walking on my right. Her face was bright red.

      “Uh,” I hesitated. “Let’s just say I’m not exactly sure how I ended up with two affinities.” That was partly true. “How did you end up with yours?”

      “I was born with it,” Veronica stated. “Most nobles have affinities. We are all tested at a young age.”

      “I’m kind of ignorant of the process,” I said. “Being a former slave, and all.” I smiled at her.

      “Oh, sure,” she said. “Well, noble children are tested by holding enchanted items from the various affinities. If they can at least activate the spell rune, then it’s assumed they have a Mana pool from which to cast spells. But they always need a vector outside of themselves, not a tattoo like you use. How did you learn to manipulate your Mana?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” I said. “It seemed to happen by accident. I do know it was triggered while I was tied up in the slavers’ wagon.”

      Veronica’s face paled at this. Obviously, it was easy to forget that I’d been a slave until so recently.

      I continued. “My Fire tattoo seemed to be activated when I was watching one of the slavers about to hit Amelia. My emotions were so strong that my hands just started producing fire.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize you acquired those abilities just for me,” Amelia said. We all laughed.

      “As I was forced to face more slavers, and then monsters in the woods,” I continued, “I just worked out more about how my powers work through trial and error.”

      “Fortunately, there wasn’t too much error,” Amelia added.

      “Yes, we were very fortunate.”

      “You seem pretty brave to me,” Veronica replied. “You went through all that yesterday, and today here you are, coming to help an experienced Mage like myself in a monster battle.” She almost seemed a little ashamed that I’d come to rescue her.

      “There were a lot of monsters,” I said. “Besides, you looked like you were handling yourself pretty well.”

      Veronica shook her head. “Had you not given me your help, I don’t know what would have happened. My sister was always telling me that I was too rash and that it’d eventually be my undoing. Luckily, you two came along, so I never had to learn my lesson, eh?” She chuckled humorlessly under her breath. At the mention of her sister, her face had fallen a bit. It was obviously a soft spot, so I didn’t ask more about it.

      “Who knows, maybe we can do something about the escaped Beasts?” I asked. “Once Amelia and I figure that out, we could even free the slaves.”

      “That sounds like a great idea, but I doubt us three would ever be capable of such a thing,” Veronica said.

      “The three of us?” I asked.

      Veronica blushed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to assume we would work together. It’s been a while since I’ve had anyone to call a friend in these parts, besides the mistress of the tavern in Brightwater and some vagabond who drinks too much.”

      “It’s no problem,” I said. “I make friends easily, and I don’t mind calling you one of them, even if we’ve known each other for no more than an hour. A lot can change in a short space of time. A few days ago, Amelia and I were just Elemental Sensitives. Now, I’m an Ink Mage and Amelia is a… What exactly are you?”

      Amelia shrugged. “I’m not sure. Even though I can use magic, I wouldn’t feel right calling myself a Mage since I never trained as one. I’m not an Ink Mage—only one who can give tattoos can be called that. I must be something else.”

      I considered a name that would suit her, and one came to me as I looked at the tattoo I’d drawn on her body.

      “Rune Sorcerer,” I said. “That’s what you are.”

      “Rune Sorcerer?” Amelia wore a thoughtful expression that quickly turned into a beaming smile. “I love it!”

      “It’s a good title,” Veronica agreed. “I am wondering about something, though. You said that you two were Elemental Sensitives. Is that why you were enslaved?”

      “That’s correct,” Amelia replied. “Yes, I am. My base affinity is Cold. I didn’t discover this until I ventured out from Astros. Otherwise, I would have been snatched up and sent to the mines much earlier.”

      “You can both sense the Beast Cores you’re carrying then?” Veronica asked. “Doesn’t that get a bit distracting?”

      “I don’t notice it all the time,” I said. “It’s more like how you sense your own body parts. You know that your fingers are there, but your brain doesn’t remind you of it all the time.”

      “I see.” Veronica paused in the middle of the forest track and fished out a Fire Beast Core from her pocket. “What do you sense when I hold this out?”

      “It’s mostly a heat-like sensation, stronger now that it’s uncovered. The Cold Cores in your pocket are at the back of my mind, but when I focus on them, a shiver runs through me, as though an icy wind blew against my skin.”

      “That doesn’t sound too overwhelming,” Veronica said as she returned the Core to her pocket.

      “It’s never really overwhelming. I feel it most strongly when I crack the Cores open. It’s like having something tugging at my mind. Of course, it’s actually tugging at my Mana pool.”

      Veronica opened her mouth, but no sound came out. After a moment, she tried again. “You crack Beast Cores open? Are you a madman? Those are worth so much money, and they’re so dangerous. Only enchanters in Astros open Cores.”

      I shrugged. “Where else would I get the ink to draw my tattoos?”

      Veronica just shook her head, lost for words.

      “I would have thought that it was crazy too, only a few days ago,” Amelia said. “It sounds incredibly risky to play with such dangerous magic and foolhardy to tamper with items worth so much money. But the magic that William can perform as an Ink Mage is simply wonderful.” At that, she clasped her hand in mine and kissed me on the cheek.

      Veronica raised an eyebrow at the both of us. “Are you two... married?”

      I laughed, and Amelia nudged me none-too-softly in the side.

      “No, we’re not,” the beautiful Rune Sorcerer said. “Although we have made love. Last night, actually.”

      Veronica raised her hand. “Please, spare me the details. It’s been so very long since I’ve felt a man’s warmth, I’m not sure I could take it.”

      Amelia giggled before she whispered under her breath. “I could barely take William.”

      “Enough, ladies,” I said. “How about we focus on getting to Brightwater for now?”

      We continued through the forest for a few more hours, stopping briefly to rest our legs and fill our stomachs with a bit more food from the slavers’ wagon. Veronica shared some biscuits and candied fruits with us, and we ended up with a surprisingly satisfying meal. After our bellies were full, we started out on the road again.

      It hadn’t slipped my mind that Veronica possessed the Lightning affinity—an elemental affinity I didn’t possess myself. I had acquired the Cold affinity from Amelia after sleeping with her, so it stood to reason that the same thing might happen if I were to sleep with Veronica. The thought of bedding this beautiful Mage wasn’t unpleasant in the slightest, and it remained in the back of my mind as we traveled through the forest.

      As the late afternoon wore on, we crested the hill, the town rose into view about a mile off in the distance.

      “Welcome to Brightwater,” Veronica said with a smile.

      Amelia, Veronica, and I stood looking down from the hilltop on the town of Brightwater. The town nestled in the hollow created by two hills. It was bigger than I had expected, with many buildings both large and small jostling against each other in a tangle of crowded streets. There was something odd about the buildings which I could not quite place. I peered through the afternoon haze at the town, but I couldn’t make it out at this distance. Smoke from many chimneys rose above the town, and a warm wind brought the homely smell to us as we stood on the hill. Behind the town, the hills marched away to the blue northern mountain range, where I knew the Beast mines lay.

      I breathed deeply, relishing my newfound freedom. For the first time in my life, I would be visiting a town without having to hide my status. I was no longer a slave. In Aranor I’d always had to be so cautious, because a slave could not have the run of the streets and taverns as Jacques and I had done during my early years. If anyone had found out what I actually was, my foster-father Gregory would have been severely reprimanded for not keeping a watch on his slave.

      Gregory had never treated me as a slave; we had always behaved as father and son. The other poor farmers in our home village knew what my true status was, but everyone got so used to me being “Gregory’s son” that I thought everyone had forgotten that I was still, technically, a slave. Certainly, no one ever caused trouble for me or Gregory when I came back from a jaunt into Aranor with Jacques.

      With a shake, I recalled myself to where I was. I might have the status of a free man now, but even so, I did not know what dangers might await me and my companions in Brightwater. We were going to enter the town this evening. I wanted to make sure we were prepared for whatever we might face.

      Veronica stood on my left and Amelia on my right. Both women seemed to be contemplating our next steps, as I was. I turned to Veronica; she was a mercenary Mage in the employ of the townsfolk of Brightwater, and so she would know best about the dangers we might face.

      “So, Veronica,” I said. “You know the town better than Amelia or I do. Should we expect any trouble in Brightwater?”

      “Probably,” she replied with a nonchalant smile. “I’ve had to show my strength on a number of occasions. Out here, so far from Astros, strength is often the only thing people respect.”

      “In that case, we need to be prepared.” I slung my pack from my shoulder and put it on the ground, then sat. “I’m going to see if I can draw some more tattoos with the Beast Cores we picked up,” I explained as my companions sat down next to me. “I’d like to make some modifications that would be useful in close quarters. Like Veronica said, we may need to make a show of strength, but I don’t want to burn down any buildings or harm any innocent bystanders in the process.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Amelia said. “Let me see if there are any runes in my spellbook you can use.” She drew the heavy book out of the pack.

      “Anything we can use, you mean,” I corrected her. “I can give you another tattoo as well, Amelia, or modify your existing one.”

      “Really?” she said. Her cheeks colored slightly. “Are you sure you don’t need the ink for yourself?”

      “We’re a team now, Amelia. I can’t engage in these battles without your help,” I said.

      “That’s so kind of you.” She glanced away shyly.

      I got the feeling she didn’t receive much positive attention in the Royal Library. Apprenticeships could be rough, as I’d seen from observing some of the apprentice craftsmen in Aranor. All work and no play. I was glad to be able to offer Amelia better opportunities.

      I looked at Veronica, who had been staring at me with some interest. “And you, Veronica?” I asked. “Are you sure you don’t want me to try giving you a Lightning tattoo?”

      She wasn’t my woman, like Amelia was, but I hoped we might develop a closer relationship as she traveled and fought with us. Who knew where that might lead?

      Veronica stiffened at my words. “Uh, no. No, certainly not. Thank you. I couldn’t possibly wear one of those.”

      “Suit yourself.” I smiled.

      She’d come around eventually.

      “Just out of interest,” Veronica asked, “you’re capable of drawing a Lightning tattoo although you don’t have the lightning affinity?”

      “I assume so,” I said. “I gave Amelia a Cold tattoo before I had the affinity.”

      “You gained a Cold affinity? How is that possible?”

      I shared a look with Amelia, and she giggled. I simply smiled.

      “Well,” I said as I turned back to face Veronica, “I could show you, but it might make you uncomfortable.”

      “I can bear discomfort,” she said, a little haughtily.

      “I’m not sure I’m ready to be watched,” Amelia said. “At least not until I’ve had more practice.”

      “Watch? Practice?” Veronica threw her hands into the air as both Amelia and I burst into laughter. “You two are insufferable at times, truly.”

      “We’ve known each other barely a day,” I said. “That’s hardly enough time to draw any conclusions.”

      Veronica just glared at me and looked away, but she looked back when I drew my foster-father’s finely pointed dagger.

      “That’s an interesting item,” she said curiously. I held it out to her. She didn’t take it but peered at it closely. “It’s very old. Where did you get it?”

      “It was a gift,” I said. “Amelia and I think it’s custom made for the creation of tattoos. It holds Beast Core ink in this hollow tip, like an ink well, and the fine point seems made for the task of drawing tattoos. Personally, I’m beginning to suspect that it might have come down to us from the days when Ink Mages were more common in the Kingdom.”

      “Fascinating,” said Veronica, and keen interest glinted in her eyes. “You say it was a gift?”

      “From my foster-father.”

      “And where did he get it?”

      I shrugged. “I’m afraid I have no idea. I asked him a few times, but he always dodged the question. He’s… he’s dead now, so I guess I’ll never get to find out.”

      Veronica had shown us a tough front up until now, but at the sudden emotion in my voice her expression softened, and she reached out and placed a hand on my arm. There was genuine empathy in her voice when she spoke. “Sorry, William. I understand how it feels to lose someone.”

      “Thanks, Veronica,” I said, meeting her eyes. “I understand your curiosity. The past of this dagger is a mystery I would very much like to know more about. For now, though, we just have to work out which runes will be best for our purposes. Amelia, let’s look in your book.”

      Amelia sat cross legged with her book open in her lap. She had been watching my conversation with Veronica, but at my words she began leafing through the sections with the Cold and Fire runes.

      “We still only have a small amount of ink,” she said as she turned the pages. “We have three small Cold Cores and one Fire Core, not counting the Lightning Core from the drake we killed. So you should be able to add some modifications to your existing tattoos, but you won’t really be able to add any completely new tattoos. There aren’t a lot of modification runes in my book, but there should be something useful in here.”

      “Hard knowing what to choose,” I said.

      “What sort of combat abilities do you want to acquire?” Amelia asked as she flicked through the book.

      She was focusing on the Fire and Cold sections, since those were the affinities we had.

      I looked out at Brightwater again. The houses were densely packed, the streets narrow and winding. I had a bad feeling about using anything too over-the-top with my Fire affinity. That could end pretty badly.

      “What are we likely to face in the town?” I asked Veronica.

      She frowned at me, but her eyes showed her curiosity. “Thieves, merchants who are a little too touchy-feely, maybe a drunk swordsman who thinks it’s a good idea for a midnight duel. The biggest threat will probably be other Mages. Brightwater is far away from the civilizing influence of Astros. People are more lawless here. It’s possible we might run into mercenaries or outlaw Mages looking to steal from us.”

      “So, we’ll want to be ready to defend against magical attacks as well as physical ones,” I said. “I’ll want some kind of spell that’s contained and easily controlled.”

      “There’s not much fitting that description,” said Amelia. “There aren’t a lot of small-scale spells in here. I can see runes for amplifying the heat of Fire spells, increasing their duration, or area of effect.”

      “That wouldn’t do at all,” Veronica put in. “Governor Arnold wouldn’t be too pleased if you burned his town to the ground.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” I said with a smile.

      Amelia laughed. “The spells in this book are mostly aimed at aspiring Arcanists. I don’t think they are typically too worried about collateral damage. They usually have well-trained soldiers with them to take care of common enemies.”

      “You could always learn to use your current spells better,” Veronica suggested. “Mages don’t often get item upgrades, so we have to make do with what we have. Better and more precise use of mana can quite easily increase a spell’s potency.”

      “I can tightly control a small amount of fire magic—I’ve done it when lighting campfires or burning my ropes to escape from the slavers. The problem is, when I hold a fireball in my hand, it goes through my Mana really quickly. And if I try to summon fire in its raw form, it’s also expensive, and difficult to control. If only there were a way for me to manipulate it on my fingers, like a potter molds clay.”

      “How great is your control of the flames?” Veronica asked. “Can you manipulate them with finer control?”

      I shrugged. “Let’s see, shall we?”

      I got to my feet again and both my companions did the same. The eyes of both women were on me as I summoned my Mana and went through the usual procedure of pushing it into the Fire rune near my wrist. Then, instead of pushing it from there into either of the spear runes, I simply let the mana gather in the center of the base rune.

      I pushed the Mana out onto my left hand. Warmth built up on my palm. Then flames burst into life on the edge of my fingers.

      The flames were small and frail, like those of burnt out candles. I pushed more Mana into my arm, and the flames picked up. When I pushed a big burst outward, fire burst out in five jets, ten feet long. They were so long that they almost seemed like fiery polearms.

      I felt my Mana start to drop quickly, so I eased back a bit.

      “Good gods,” Veronica whispered. “You can pick up new skills so easily.”

      Amelia’s mouth was agape. “That kind of control. . . it’s unheard of even with powerful vectors! I didn’t know such a thing was possible, even with the legendary Ink Mages.”

      “What a rush!” I pulled back my Mana, and the flames withdrew.

      “You did it,” Amelia said as she clasped her arms around me. “I knew you could.”

      “Not bad,” Veronica said. The surprise she’d shown previously had vanished, but I could see from the awe in her eyes that she was trying to conceal how impressed she was. Possibly even a little envious.

      I let the flames go out, having burned through most of my Mana there.

      “Is it possible to only activate a couple of those flames?” Amelia asked.

      “Good question,” I said. “I still have a bit of Mana left; I can try for a short burst.”

      I repeated the procedure but attempted to send the mana from my tattoo to a single finger. A small flame sprang to life on my middle finger, but it died out quickly without much Mana left to feed it.

      We all laughed, a mixture of surprise and elation.

      “That could be very useful in future,” Amelia commented. “Imagine manipulating fire as easily as you draw a tattoo with your dagger. That would be remarkable.”

      She was certainly right about that. More control was always a very useful thing to have. My foster-father had taught me that, always emphasizing technique over sheer strength in any task. We used to spar sometimes, and he had put me on my ass more times than I could count, even though I was twice as strong as him, and taller. That was the power of good technique.

      “I know I could get more tattoos,” I said, “but I figure it might be worth trying to trace over the existing rune to see what happens.”

      Amelia nodded. “It’s worth a shot.”

      I opened the single fire Core and retraced over my tattoos on my left forearm. When I was done, I tested the fireball and the multiple projectile spells, and found that it used a lot less mana than the previous versions.

      “It seems that any spare Cores we have won’t go to waste,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” Veronica asked me, clearly intrigued by the tattooing process despite her previous disgust.

      “When I reinforce an existing tattoo with additional ink,” I replied, “casting the spell uses less mana. It means I can use my new trick without running out of Mana so quickly.”

      “Amazing,” Amelia said.

      “That’s not how it works when enchanters use the ink to craft weapons and items,” Veronica said. “They don’t retrace runes. They simply add augmentations.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I suppose this is yet another benefit to being an Ink Mage, eh?”

      Amelia grinned at me. “It sure is.”

      “All right, your turn,” I said to Amelia. “What tattoo should I give you?”

      Her eyes lit up with delight at the prospect. The power of the tattoos was intoxicating, and I was very pleased to be able to offer that power to Amelia. I picked up my ancient tattooing dagger, and Amelia reached for her book to choose a new tattoo.
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      It was time to give Amelia a new tattoo. She sat on the ground with the book on her lap and an excited expression on her face as she flipped to the Cold section. Her fingers traced the drawings of the runes as she looked for an appropriate one.

      We had three small Cold Cores left. I was hoping to add another rune to enhance my own Cold tattoo, but I wanted to give Amelia something first. These Cores were a little small, so I wanted to ensure she would receive a complete tattoo or augmentation. She’d been fighting so bravely with me, and she deserved a reward.

      “What do you think you might like?” I asked.

      “Well, I’ve got my ability to create a throwing spear already, so I think I’d like something that could be used at close quarters. Like you, I want something that doesn’t have a large area of effect; something for enclosed spaces where there’s a risk of hurting bystanders. It’s not as easy you might think.”

      She continued to flick through pages of spells for shattering opponents, slicing them clean through with a big blast of ice, skewering them with a hail of ice blades.

      I had an idea. “What about the ice blades?”

      Amelia looked up at me. “Uh, that’s a pretty big area-of-effect spell. Doesn’t sound like the kind of thing I’m really looking for.”

      “But it could be,” I said. “Look how this rune has several blades connected to a projectile rune, allowing you to throw blades at your enemies.”

      “That might work,” Amelia said. “Then I could simply summon one blade and hold it.”

      “I like the sound of that,” Veronica said. “Then you can summon an ice blade whenever you need it. It would be particularly effective against Fire monsters or Fire Mages.”

      “Could be great for a brawl when you need to get close to someone without them seeing your weapon,” I added.

      Veronica shook her head. “This is all so tedious. Wouldn’t it be easier just to use a vector? Sure, they’re expensive, but at least you don’t have to jump through all these theoretical hoops.”

      “What we can do is pretty amazing though,” I said. “You have to admit that.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “But it’s a high price to pay. My sword, ring, and leather skirt are more than sufficient for me.”

      “It might look like it now,” I said. “But if you lose those items, you’d be completely powerless. If someone wants to make me powerless, they’d have to cut off my arms.”

      Veronica glared at me, and I could see her mind working to try to come up with an appropriate response. She walked away, still thinking about my answer.

      I sat beside Amelia. “I think she’s got a sore spot about my magic.”

      Amelia nodded. “She would have studied for years to become a Mage. Her sword, ring, and skirt would have cost more than the entire wealth of smaller noble houses. To see you be able to create tattoos and use them as if they were vectors, it can’t be easy for her.”

      I shrugged. “Well, she could stop being so stuffy and simply let me draw a Lightning tattoo on her body. Then she might not need her vectors anymore.”

      Amelia placed her hand on my leg. “You weren’t raised a noble. I’m not suggesting that our lives as nobles were worse than your life as a slave—how could they be?—but there are certain things that are perhaps more difficult. Like breaking free of our molds, for instance. We have been taught that the ways of the world are fixed. A peasant, no matter how hard he tries, cannot be made into someone of noble blood. In the same way, magic is fixed. Magic can only be performed through objects outside of the body. Legends of Ink Mages were always just that—legends.”

      “You were taught the same thing about tattoos as she was,” I said as I held Amelia’s face in my hands. ”But you came around, didn’t you?”

      “That’s because I’m special, William.” She planted a kiss on my lips. My hand reached up to slip inside her cloak and palm her breast. She let out a moan as I took her nipple between my two fingers.

      I heard a cough and stopped kissing Amelia, but my hand was still firmly pressed against her breast. I turned my head to see Veronica standing a few feet away, getting an eyeful of our moment of pleasure.

      Amelia quickly pushed my hand away and rubbed down her cloak to compose herself. “Veronica,” she said. “I didn’t see you there. Were you there long?”

      “I heard everything,” she said as she came to stand over us. “What you said about me—being a noble, and all—it’s true. As hard as I’ve worked, it’s all meaningless if there’s someone out there who can cast spells without the use of vectors.”

      “It’s not meaningless,” I said.

      She looked away, as though fighting the truth of my words. “It breaks my entire view of the world. These things are fixed. They shouldn’t change.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a negative thing,” I said. “You wouldn’t need to stop using your vectors. You could use them while also having a tattoo. It doesn’t have to be one or the other.”

      “Possibly,” she said. For a moment, she seemed almost convinced, but then she shook her head. “But I’m not willing to do so just yet. Perhaps never. But I want to watch you more closely, see what you do. I might not be a scholar like Amelia, but I’m still curious about this Ink Mage business. Hopefully I haven’t offended you too much. Would you still be willing to let me watch you?”

      “Of course,” I said. “I’m not offended in the slightest. You’re a noble—you can’t help yourself if you’re a little haughty at times.”

      Veronica’s eyebrows stitched together, and her face dropped into a scowl.

      “I’m only joking,” I said with a laugh. Amelia laughed along with me, and it was only a moment before Veronica joined us.

      “Now,” I said, “Veronica, you hold the book open while I draw a new tattoo for Amelia. That way you’ll be helping us out and getting a good look at the process. You’ll see it’s not that bad.”

      Veronica took the book in her hands, and Amelia stretched out her arm.

      I held my dagger in my right hand, holding it in the air in front of me. I pushed Mana into my Fire rune and sent a small jet of flame spouting from my left forefinger, which I used to heat the blade of the knife. It had just been in my skin, so it was important to clean it again before using it to tattoo Amelia’s arm. Using fire to clean the blade was so much easier with this new rune and used so much less Mana.

      I eased my knife into the Beast Core and drew out some ink, then gently pressed the dagger tip onto Amelia’s skin before I applied a little more pressure to break the surface. Her arm twitched slightly as a droplet of blood seeped out from the shallow wound.

      “Take a couple of deep breaths,” I said. “I need you to be totally steady.”

      “I’m fine.” Amelia looked into my eyes. Her ice-blue eyes were calm. “It was just a reflex. I know this is safe. Besides, the pain is worth it.”

      I smiled. “It certainly is.”

      I held the dagger up and made the next pin prick. I referred to the giant leather book sitting in Veronica’s lap. She had it sitting on an angle, the tops of her breasts poking out just over the top. That was a little distracting, but I managed to keep going.

      I felt my mind easing into the relaxing trance state as I made the tiny pin pricks with the point of the knife until the design was fully marked out.

      “How does that feel to you, Amelia?” I asked, just before I finished the design. “Do you feel any Mana flowing in your arm?”

      “No, I don’t feel a thing,” Amelia replied.

      “Strange,” I said. “I always feel my Mana flowing out to the pattern to accept the ink toward the end. It helps with spreading it. Let me try something.”

      I had never done this before, but I had a feeling it might work. I pulled some Mana from the pool near my mind and pushed it into my left arm. This time I didn’t push it into one of the tattoos; I just held it in my left hand in its pure form. Then I held the tip of the dagger above the surface of Amelia’s skin.

      A drop of the thick Beast Core ink hung at the sharp tip of the dagger. I moved my Mana-filled left hand toward it.

      The result was impressive; the ink from the dagger was visibly drawn toward my Mana-soaked hand. It came like a tendril of ink moving through water, curling thickly toward my hand. I concentrated on it, and it stopped flowing, hanging in the air between the dagger and my hand.

      “There it is,” I said. “I can control it with my Mana!”

      I leaned forward again and made a few more inky pin pricks in her skin, but instead of trying to finish the design in this way, I pushed the tiniest bit of Mana into my fingertip and placed it against Amelia’s skin, near the ink.

      Her skin was warm to the touch. The ink started to flow toward my finger. I drew my finger back along the tattoo outline, pulling the ink behind me. It soaked under the skin, filling out the design until it was nearly complete.

      Amelia gasped. “That’s incredible! That must be how you manage to make such neat tattoos so quickly—you’re controlling the ink directly with your Mana! That’s what makes you a true Ink Mage!”

      Veronica was leaning forward too, her eyes wide. She didn’t even seem to remember that she was meant to be turned off by seeing a tattoo.

      “I had no idea I could control ink like this,” I said. “This will allow me to draw far more intricate tattoos, and more quickly.”

      The blade of the rune was a sharp point with a simple straight handle and no hilt, obviously meant just for throwing. I pricked some ink under Amelia’s skin with the dagger, then used my Mana to draw the ink through to the last point in the design. As it was completed, the whole tattoo flickered, then flashed bright blue.

      Veronica gasped, and I looked up at her.

      “You liked that?” I asked.

      “Uh, well, it was well crafted,” Veronica stammered.

      I smiled in satisfaction. The flash of blue when a tattoo was completed was impressive, and I hoped it might have some influence on Veronica’s opinion of the process.

      I released the Mana which I’d been using to manipulate the ink, and it all flowed back into my pool.

      Amelia sat staring at her new tattoo. “It’s beautiful.”

      “As far as tattoos go, it’s quite well done,” Veronica agreed.

      “You sure you don’t want one?” I smiled at her. “While I have my knife out?”

      Veronica gave a curt shake of her head.

      “Well, go on, try out your new power!” I said to Amelia.

      Amelia took the book from Veronica and laid it back on top of my pack. We all got to our feet.

      “Stand back a bit,” I said to Veronica. “Never hurts to give some distance when testing a new rune.”

      “I was always taught the same principle during my training,” she said as she shuffled back.

      “Make sure you don’t activate the spear in the middle of your Cold rune,” I said to Amelia. “Just move the Mana through the central tattoo and straight into the blade augmentation.”

      Amelia nodded. “How exactly should I activate the Cold rune?”

      “Like you did before, when you helped me freeze that stream.”

      “You froze a stream?” Veronica asked.

      “Well, not a whole stream,” I said. “We just coated part of the surface with ice.”

      “Still, that’s remarkable power,” Veronica whispered.

      Amelia straightened her shoulders and extended her left arm. She still had a little bit less practice manipulating her Mana than I did, but she was learning quickly.

      The first time she pushed the Mana into her hand prematurely. She simply formed a lump of wet ice. She tipped her hand, and the lump landed on the ground with a slosh.

      She furrowed her brow and tried again. I could see the snowflake tattoo light up, then the blade tattoo.

      “That’s it!” I said encouragingly to Amelia.

      Veronica drew in a sharp breath. She was leaning forward, her eyes intently focused on Amelia.

      I heard the crackling of ice starting to form. A smooth handle appeared in Amelia’s hand, and she closed her fingers to grip it. As the ice crystals grew, they formed a thin, sharp blade.

      “Unbelievable,” Veronica whispered. I could have sworn she looked jealous. I said nothing. I didn’t want to spoil the moment by asking her yet again if she’d like a tattoo.

      Amelia held up the blade for a moment, and the last rays of the setting sun glittered on the glass-like surface.

      “I want to see if I can cast it as a projectile as well,” Amelia said. “How do I get rid of this blade?”

      “You can’t just drop it?” I asked.

      “It’s stuck to my hand.” She opened and closed her hand, but the knife remained stuck to her palm.

      “Useful in combat,” Veronica said. “It would prevent you from being disarmed.”

      “I’m not in combat right now,” Amelia said, “and I’d much prefer not having to wait until the thing melts.”

      “Try just withdrawing your Mana from the spell,” I suggested. “That’s what I do when I want to stop a flame on my hand.”

      “Withdrawing the Mana from the spell,” Amelia repeated. She had not done this before, and I saw her concentrate hard for a moment. Then, as smoothly as it had appeared, the blade seemed to melt back into the skin of her hand. The tattoo flickered again for a moment, then went dark.

      “Now to try it as a projectile,” Amelia said, and concentrated again, summoning Mana into her tattoos. The runes on her right arm lit up blue again, and the ice blade started to form on her palm. As she pushed Mana into the blade rune, the ice knife took shape once more.

      Amelia shook her head. “It’s too late now. I forgot to put Mana into the projectile rune first. Let me try that again.”

      This time, the snowflake rune lit up again, then the blade rune, then the spear rune. We waited a moment, Veronica and I both watching Amelia in silence. Then, faster than we could see, the ice blade swelled into shape on Amelia’s hand and shot forward. With a whoosh, it flew past us and smashed into a tree nearby. The shards exploded against the trunk of the tree. All that was left was some ice crystals and some scratches in the bark.

      Veronica gasped. “I thought the new tattoos were meant to be good in close quarters?”

      “I don’t have to throw them,” Amelia countered.

      “Wow,” I said. “That was impressive. It looks like it does much less damage than your ice spear attack, but they fly a lot faster. Helpful to think about. You’ll have to use the different spells for different occasions.”

      “It took a while to cast,” Amelia said. “The same thing happened when I summoned the blade on its own.”

      “That’s just because you need more practice controlling your Mana,” I said. “While we walk you can practice that. You’ll need to get quick summoning that blade so that you can do it in combat. I would practice just summoning the blade without a projectile too, that way you’ll use less Mana.”

      “We still have two cold Beast Cores left over, William,” Amelia said. “Anything else you want to try out before we head to town?”

      “Beast Cores fetch a high price, right?” I asked.

      “That’s right. Enough to pay for a room in the town’s inn for a while, as well as some food.”

      “We might need to purchase some new clothes, too,” I said. “I certainly will.”

      “You’ll have earned more than enough for that with just one Cold Core,” Veronica said.

      “Then we’ll only need to keep one,” Amelia said. “We can use the other Core now, before we enter Brightwater.”

      I nodded. “We need to be as prepared as possible for any danger we might face there. There’s no sense in hanging onto Cores unused if we don’t need the money they fetch. And besides, if I have more abilities, we can kill monsters more quickly and collect more Beast Cores.”

      “You’re definitely right about that,” Veronica said. “I always like to turn in my Beast Cores as soon as possible and upgrade my equipment. I’m always investing back into the business, so to speak.”

      “I like the way you think,” I said.

      “But William, what about the Lightning Core?” asked Veronica. “You will be able to sell that, too, won’t you? They’re very valuable.”

      I looked her in the eye. “To be honest, Veronica, I’m hoping that we’ll find a different use for that in time.”

      Instead of being repulsed, Veronica actually smiled. Amelia and I shared a look. We were both becoming sure Veronica would come around to getting a tattoo in the end.

      “But in the meantime,” I said, “I think I’ll use one of the Cold Cores to retrace my existing tattoo. It did wonders for my Fire tattoo, so I imagine it’ll do the same. And I’d much rather enter Brightwater with spells I’ve used before rather than having to learn how to cast a new one.”

      “Good idea,” Amelia said.

      I went to work retracing my existing Cold tattoo. The outline flashed blue as I finished it. I wanted to test out the new rune, so I got up and walked down the hill toward the lake from which Brightwater got its name.

      “You’re not going to try to freeze the whole stream, are you?” Amelia called out behind me.

      “Maybe,” I yelled back over my shoulder.

      She came running after me and tugged on my arm. “You can’t do that! You might use up too much Mana. You might pass out! Veronica and I will be forced to carry you to Brightwater.”

      “I was only joking,” I said.

      Amelia slapped me playfully on the chest. “Don’t scare me like that. Now, what exactly are you intending to do here?”

      “I want to compare the results with what we did this morning. I promise I won’t try and freeze the whole lake.”

      “As long as you’re careful,” she said.

      “Are you going to try this new tattoo or not?” Veronica asked as she made her way down the hill.

      “Look who’s interested in tattoos now,” Amelia joked.

      Veronica shrugged. “It would be difficult not to be at least a little interested; you two have been talking about them for almost an hour now. I’m almost wondering if we’ll ever enter Brightwater.”

      We all walked down the hill and stopped at the edge of the vast lake. The last time I’d attempted this magic, the ice had slowly spread out from the edge, forming a thin, flat sheet, with water still flowing underneath.

      This time would be different. I could feel it.

      I pushed Mana into my right arm, feeding it into the snowflake rune, then into the freezing droplet I’d just drawn. I stuck my hand into the water. It was reasonably warm and flowing swiftly.

      I increase the flow of Mana through the droplet augmentation rune and out into my hand. Immediately, I felt a strong sensation of cold, as the magic passed from my hand to the water.

      I heard a gasp from both my companions as the water immediately solidified around my hand. There was a crackling sound, and a chunk of ice the size of my clenched fist formed in the water. The ice quickly grew, and I could barely feel my Mana depleting. Before long, the ice had expanded 30 feet away from my hand. If I kept it up for much longer, it might reach the other side of the lake, so I removed my hand and pulled back my Mana.

      “Well done!” Veronica said.

      I considered pointing out her obvious approval at the effects of my tattoo but held my tongue. Better to let her conclude that tattoos were ok in her own time.

      “Thank you,” I replied, standing up and drying my hand on my trousers. “I don’t think we’ll be needing to wade through any streams anymore.”

      “What else will that be useful for?” Veronica asked.

      “I can think of several things. It could allow me to trap people. I can throw water on the ground and snap freeze it. Their footing will become unstable, and they might even slip. Either way, it’s going to be much harder for them to maintain their balance. Hells, maybe I could even freeze their boots to the floor if the water is deep enough. And if there’s lots of moisture in the air, I might be able to create fog.”

      “You’ll even be able to do what we practiced today,” Amelia said. “You can form some ice on the ground and then hit it with fire and create steam to blind enemies.”

      “That’s an excellent point,” I said. “I think we’re quite well equipped in case of a fight in Brightwater now.”

      “Good,” Veronica said. “I was worried I’d have to help you out if you got into any trouble. But we should get going. The Sticks and Stones Tavern is likely to be full if we don’t get there soon, and if we don’t get a table, we won’t get to eat. You’re going to want to taste their food—it’s delicious.”

      “I can hardly wait for a proper meal,” I said.

      “Me too!” Amelia licked her lips.

      “There’s one thing, though,” Veronica said, her face serious. “Whatever you do, do not get suckered into a game of cards with a fellow who calls himself the Rogue of Aranor.”

      My stomach suddenly clenched.

      “The Rogue of Aranor?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Veronica said. “That’s what he calls himself. His real name is Jacques.”

      My eyes widened, and I suddenly choked with laughter. What the fuck was Jacques doing out here? I would have asked the question, but I was too busy fighting off my laughter. To think that he’d made it all the way out here, and that I would see him again was almost too much to bear.

      “Jacques?” Amelia asked me. “The same man you told me about?”

      “It must be,” I said. “But I don’t know what he’s doing out here. I haven’t seen him for a few years now.”

      “He’s been in Brightwater for a couple of months,” Veronica said. “He almost caused a riot last week. The man is a burning wick if I’ve ever met one. If the Governor hadn’t taken a liking to him, he’d have been cast out of the town the first week he arrived.”

      I smiled. “Sounds like Jacques; he’s always managing to convince the right people to like him. But like you said, he also has a habit of getting on the wrong side of the wrong people.”

      Amelia frowned. “If Jacqaues is everything you described to me, William, that can only mean trouble.”

      “I’m sure he’s not up to anything worse than usual,” I chuckled.

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” Amelia said.

      “Well, you will both have a chance to work that out for yourselves,” Veronica said.

      Somewhere in that town was my friend. Wherever he was, the fact that he’d managed to live here for months without being sent on his way was testament to one of two things. Either he was a changed man, or he’d gotten a lot better at remaining inconspicuous since I’d last seen him.
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      It was evening as we crossed the bridge that led over the lake and to the town gates. With the two women at my side, and the new abilities we had achieved, I felt confident that we could handle whatever the town threw at us, and meet up with Jacques, my old friend from Aranor.

      As we approached, I observed Brightwater’s surrounding walls more closely. I’d seen villages and towns defended by palisades before. These tall fences were generally made from sharpened tree trunks. The palisade wall of Brightwater looked different from any I’d ever seen before. Instead of trimmed, straight tree trunks, all neatly lined up, Brightwater’s wall was made of what looked like curving trunks. This formed an impressive overhang, with each trunk coming to a sharp point. Every trunk was irregular, and here and there single spikes stuck out at crazy angles from the wall’s surface. On closer inspection, the whole wall began to look like it was constructed entirely out of gigantic teeth.

      I turned to ask Veronica about it. “That wall isn’t made of wood. What in seven hells is it?”

      “Monster bones,” she answered shortly.

      “Whoa,” Amelia whispered.

      “How did they get so many bones?” I asked.

      “This region is full of monsters,” Veronica said, “And the mines are close. Monsters are hunted in the mines for their Cores, but after the Cores have been harvested, the rest of the monster’s corpse can be put to good use. There is an ample supply of by-products from the mines and the regions; bones, skins, and other parts. You’ll find that a lot of things which might be made from wood or stone in other places are made from monster parts in the north.”

      “Why bones?” I asked.

      “Well, the Elemental properties of the monsters are present in their bones more than any other part. It means that in this wall, each part has a different magical defense. It’s done almost entirely at random. Some parts of the wall are immune to attacks from fire, others from lightning, others from cold, you get the idea.”

      “Fascinating,” I said. “It must have taken a long time to collect that many bones.”

      “I suspect they originally built much of the town from wood, and then replaced it over time with bones.”

      As I looked up at the towering bone walls, it made me realize that I really was in a foreign place, very different from home. This really was the border between civilization and the wildlands.

      A gate stood open in the palisade, with a small fortification built over it that would allow soldiers to stand on top and defend the gate.

      In the opening, a guard was leaning on his spear. Unlike the guards I’d seen in Aranor, this man wore no sort of uniform, just a fairly common-looking brown tunic. The cloak clasped around his shoulders was made of thick fur. I wondered what sort of weather was normal here, as this evening was not especially cold. Fur wasn’t commonplace in my homeland; only the nobles wore it, and it was more a show of wealth than for the cold. He stood up a bit straighter as we approached.

      “What’s your business in Brightwater?” he asked when we were about twenty yards away.

      Veronica placed her hands on her hips. “You honestly don’t remember me?”

      “Can’t say I do, miss,” the guard replied. “State your business.”

      Veronica sighed. “We’re here to trade loot and find a place to stay for the night.”

      The guard nodded sagely and stood aside of the entranceway, but he gave me a suspicious look as we stepped forward. “Come through, and bring your companions,” he said to Veronica, then he glared hard at me. “Just remember that we tolerate no thieving in this town.”

      I bristled, and nearly talked back to the guard, but Veronica nudged me sharply.

      “Your clothes,” she hissed. I glanced down at myself. Ah. That was why the guard had looked askance at me. My farmer’s tunic and trousers were much the worse for wear. If I’d approached on my own, I probably wouldn’t have got in at all, but Amelia and Veronica were both dressed well, and I was clearly with them. I chuckled to myself as I realized the guard probably thought I was their servant or even their slave!

      That would give Jacques a laugh if we managed to find him. The thought of my old friend made me smile to myself, and my frustration at the guard vanished.

      As we passed under the entrance, I looked up at the bones sticking down like sharp teeth. The giant skull of something that looked like a gigantic buck hung from the wall, its antlers filling the blank area above the gates. I shuddered slightly.

      “How have they managed to kill so many monsters?” I asked as we passed out of hearing of the guard.

      “This area has relied on the trade in Beast Cores and monster parts for many years. What you’re seeing here is the result of generations of work.”

      “Slave work, I guess?”

      She nodded grimly.

      We walked down a wide, paved road toward the center of the town. On either side were a mixture of huts and tents, all crammed together and crowded up against the walls of larger buildings.

      The tents were made of bones and skins. Some of the skins had horns or spines sticking out from them. The colors were often bright, some a scarlet or yellow like a canary bird. Their garish quality reminded me of what one might see on poisonous reptiles or spiders. Others were bright blue or purple, the sort of color birds might use to attract a mate. Others were black, the deep sort of black that sucked in all light, and repelled my eyes, as if the tent were a hole in the earth, leading to some other realm.

      The bones supporting the tents were long femurs, sharp tusks, sometimes huge vertebrae. The huts were made of bone as well. Long straight bones from forearms or legs had been planed to fit together smoothly, joined by what I assumed was mortar, but could well be some sort of product mixed from bone marrow, or monster intestines. Hairy, scaly, or spiney hides were stretched over these frames to make the walls and roofs.

      The buildings were like nothing I’d ever seen, however. The variety of furs, skins, and bones I saw in use here was enough to make me think we’d seen only a tiny fraction of the monsters in the world. Over the last two days, we’d only seen three types of monsters: bears, boars, and a lightning drake. Judging by what we saw here, there must have been hundreds of different types of monsters in the surrounding mountains.

      “In years gone by,” Veronica said, “the numbers of monsters around Brightwater were much lower.”

      “More monsters have appeared of late?” Amelia asked, and I was reminded of the quest she’d received from the Librarians.

      “Yes,” Veronica replied, “but it isn’t just the strange happenings around the mines that have caused their numbers to increase recently. Some time ago, this land was inhabited by brave folk who could handle the monster population quite well.”

      “But that’s changed in recent years?”

      “Sadly so. Back when there were fewer monsters, it was easier to kill even higher-level ones. But the folk have also changed. They have begun to rely more on hunting in the mines, rather than in the wild, and they became less tough and hardy.”

      I looked around. The few people I could see looked normal enough, though they were dressed in rough skins and furs rather than linens or cured leather. Nobody was looking at us; I guessed that outlandish-looking travelers were not uncommon in this trading town.

      Veronica continued. “That’s not to say the current inhabitants lack courage; they just spend too much time searching for it at the bottom of a barrel. They’ve been forced to hire some mercenaries to cull their numbers. Mercenaries like me.”

      “You never did explain how a Mage like yourself came to be a mercenary. . .” Amelia said.

      Come to think of it, I was also interested in Veronica’s answer.

      But instead of answering the question, Veronica turned and started to make her way further down the road. I looked at Amelia and shrugged, and together we followed Veronica.

      The road we were walking on opened out onto a wide square in the middle of the town. The square was surrounded in a ring by taller and wider houses than those we’d passed previously. These appeared to be shops, with living quarters on the upper floors. They had signs on the fronts, advertising a smithy here, a jeweler there, and various other types of crafters and merchants. To our right was a tall building with a high wooden steeple rising from it.

      Directly across from us was a building twice as high as the others, with a sign displaying a handful of coins.

      “I assume that building is for trading?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” said Veronica. “That’s where I’ll be taking my Beast Cores later to trade in for currency. It’s also where all the records of major transactions in the town are kept. It’s the closest thing they have to any kind of royal oversight in this town. They submit nominal tribute and taxes to the royal officials whenever one of them bothers to show up here, and they keep a suite of official rooms for when Arcanists from Astros decide to visit.”

      “I wonder why the royal officials don’t come more often,” Amelia said. “I would think this town has a lot of valuable trade taking place in it.”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” Veronica said. “Perhaps the Arcanists have some sort of deal to keep the royal officials away. Arcanists don’t tend to enjoy having much oversight, and they are definitely more frequent visitors to Brightwater than royal officials. In fact, look there!” She pointed upward, to where a red and yellow flag fluttered above one of the high turrets of the trading house.

      “It’s the flag of the Arcanists,” said Amelia. “What does it mean?”

      “It means,” replied Veronica, “that there’s an Arcanist visiting Brightwater at the moment and occupying the official quarters. The Arcanist must have arrived while I was out of town, hunting monsters.”

      I wasn’t all that interested in royal officials or taxes, so I allowed the conversation that followed between the women to fade to the back of my mind. My focus was now on entering the trading house to sell my Beast Core.

      “I’m going to head into the trading house now,” I said after I’d noticed a gap in their conversation.

      “Not so fast,” Veronica said, and I pulled up short.

      “What is it? We need coin for lodgings and food. And I could do with some new clothing.”

      “I can lend you the coin for a meal and a night’s rest in the Sticks and Stones Tavern.”

      “I’d rather not be in your debt,” I said as I began to make my way toward the trading house again.

      Veronica put her hand on my chest this time. Despite the fact that she pushed me, I could barely feel the pressure on my chest.

      I laughed. “You’re going to have to do a lot better than that to stop me going anywhere.”

      “Is that a challenge?” she asked.

      “Of course not,” I said with another chuckle. “Would you just explain why you’re so intent on me not going to the trading house to sell my Core?”

      “I’d very much like to know as well,” Amelia said.

      Veronica sighed. “You’re not a real mage, so you don’t have the documentation.”

      “Surely Mages aren’t the only ones who turn in Beast Cores?” Amelia asked.

      Veronica wore a conceited smile, obviously glad to be giving the explanations for once. “No, Mages aren’t the only ones who hunt and sell Cores. But William, you don’t exactly look like a seasoned soldier. Certainly not someone who can kill monsters single-handedly. Yes, you’re very handsome, strapping even, but you aren’t even carrying a weapon beside that ornate dagger and a rusty shortsword. And you’ve got tattoos on your arms; only thieves and vagabonds wear tattoos in these parts. The vendor wouldn’t believe you had earned the Core yourself, and he’d likely report you as a thief.”

      “Right,” I said with a sigh. “Then I’ll take you up on your offer. But I’ll be paying you back as soon as I find a way to sell this Core.”

      “You can give it to me,” she said nonchalantly. “Or don’t you trust me?”

      I stared at the Mage for a few seconds. “I’ll see how I feel in the morning.”

      I turned away from Veronica, leaving her gaping.

      “You don’t trust her?” Amelia whispered to me.

      “I trust her,” I replied. “I just want her to know she can’t order me around.”

      Veronica returned, and she seemed a little perturbed at the way I’d spoken with her. I didn’t want her to think she could tell me what to do, but I also didn’t want her to get the wrong idea. I decided to ask her some questions, to show some interest in Brightwater and her knowledge of it.

      “So, Veronica, are all those buildings all filled with crafters and merchants?” I gestured at the other, larger buildings. “The square doesn’t look that busy right now.”

      There were a few people walking in and out of some of the structures, but if this was the major center of trade for the mines in the mountains, I would have expected a bit more traffic.

      “There doesn’t tend to be that much trade all at once in this place,” Veronica replied. Her previous annoyance had vanished now that she had the opportunity to display her knowledge. She waved her hand over the square as she spoke, as if she were showing us her own property. “The trade here is more moderate, but steady. A lot of the merchants are out in the mountains at the moment.”

      “What do they do there?” I asked. “Trade slaves?”

      “Well, some of them do,” Veronica said, clenching her fists. “The fact is, slavers aren’t all that popular here either. Some of the population are former slaves. Most of the people living in the town are here because they value their freedom and want to get away from the heavy regulation of the big cities near the capital.”

      “They sound similar to us,” I remarked. “So what else do the merchants do in the mountains?” At this point, I was now genuinely interested in the answers and not just feigning for Veronica’s benefit.

      “They collect loot from the monsters killed in the mines,” Veronica said. “In exchange, they bring various supplies to the soldiers who fight up there. That’s the primary economic purpose of the mines, bringing the valuable items harvested from monsters down to the lowlands.”

      “It makes sense that there would be more useful things in monsters than just their Cores,” I said. “Almost makes me wish I had skinned those bears and other monsters before we’d left them.”

      “It’s not worth the trouble,” Veronica said. “Besides, there are teams of scavengers who operate out of Brightwater. If we give them the location of our battle at the ruined tower, they’ll go and collect anything useful from the corpses, and we’ll get a portion of their sale once they’re done. Whole caravans of furs, monster bones, Beast Cores, and other such things are transported out to the cities near Astros.”

      “It seems quite odd that Brightwater isn’t more heavily watched and taxed then,” Amelia said. “The Arcanists must really have some influence if they can keep this place under wraps.”

      Even though I wasn’t all that interested in taxes or politics, Amelia’s observation made me curious about what this might have to do with the other strange events we’d experienced the last couple of days. I hoped Jacques might have some answers. I definitely had a lot of questions.

      As we stood looking around the town square, there was a bustle from the trading house. A flight of wooden steps led up to broad double doors. The doors stood open, and striding down the steps was a tall, thin, imposing man with a high bald dome of a head and dark, piercing eyes. He walked stiffly, standing very straight, and he held up the luxuriant folds of his bright red robes with his left hand. In his right, he carried a tall staff of testing wood with a huge, glinting red gem fixed into the top. His dark eyebrows seemed clenched in a permanent frown over his brow.

      In an orderly group behind him on the steps, his bodyguard of elite melee specialists stood three abreast and three deep. They looked very similar to the kinds of soldiers I’d seen in Aranor, wearing high-cheeked helmets, and matching dark red tabards over ringmail hauberks, and armed with tall pikes and shortswords. Their sergeant stood ahead of the soldiers, a step behind and to the left of the brightly dressed man.

      “That must be the Arcanist,” Amelia breathed to me, and Veronica nodded.

      I hung back slightly and folded my arms, concealing my tattoos. Amelia noticed and did the same. These men didn’t look friendly, and we didn’t want to attract more attention than necessary.

      There was no chance of that, however. The Arcanist stood for a moment at the bottom of the steps, scanning the square with his piercing eyes. Almost immediately, his gaze found us. He said a word to the sergeant by his side, and the whole group marched smartly across the square and stopped in front of us.

      Soldiers’ boots smacking paving stones in lockstep was an intimidating sound. I drew a deep breath, kept my arms crossed, and resisted the temptation to grab a fireball and blast them all to hell. That wouldn’t end well.

      To my relief, the red-clad Arcanist ignored Amelia and I completely, though the sergeant took a good look at us, and at our shortswords. The Arcanist looked Veronica up and down, taking in her broad-bladed shortsword with its magical runes, along with her enchanted skirt and ring.

      “You,” he said in a harsh voice, “who are you, and what are you doing in Brightwater?”

      Veronica put her hands on her hips and snorted derisively at the man. “Who are you? What right do you have to go about demanding to know honest peoples’ business?”

      The man’s thin chest puffed up with anger and self-importance, and his eyes narrowed. He pointed at his own chest. “I am Arcanist Maximillian, Taxation Regent of the King’s Court at Astros. And you, I know your kind. You wear expensive enchanted robes and flout your runic gear, but you are no true Arcanist. You’ve taken the magical training offered by the Arcanists in Astros and used it for your own ends. You’re a… mercenary.” He turned his head and spat, as if the word tasted foul to his refined senses.

      “It’s no crime to hire out one’s services in the Kingdom,” Veronica retorted. “You’re right, I’m no Arcanist, though I was trained in Astros. That’s not a crime either. I’m in Brightwater on business of my own. I don’t care who you are, or what pompous title you take to yourself, you’ve no right to be harassing folks out here.”

      “Pompous title?” the man huffed, looking more pompous than ever. “You dare to insult me, wench? Show me your stamps of authorization, you and your… servants.” His gaze flickered over Amelia and I disdainfully.

      “I’m not showing you anything,” said Veronica firmly.

      Veronica and the Arcanist stood glaring at each other, eyeball to eyeball, for a long moment. Our confrontation had gathered a bit of a crowd. I thought the Arcanist seemed about to escalate the situation, and I hoped very much that Veronica knew what she was doing. I didn’t think we’d fare well if we had to take on ten elite soldiers and an Arcanist. Judging by his position, I assumed he was probably a powerful mage, and the honor guard who traveled with such a man would be combat hardened veterans.

      Suddenly, he leaned forward and hissed in Veronica’s face through clenched teeth. “You’ll regret this insolence, whore. I’ll not forget your face in a hurry.”

      Then, without another word, he turned on his heel and marched off without a backward glance. His soldiers followed in smart formation behind him. It took everything I had not to strike the man down for speaking to Veronica like that. She wasn’t my woman, but I considered her a friend.

      I let out a pent-up breath, and heard Amelia do the same beside me. “What an asshole,” I muttered, and Amelia laughed.

      “That was not normal,” Veronica said as the crowd began to disperse. “I’ve never seen anyone do that in Brightwater before.”

      “We might have to watch our backs,” I said. “He seems like he’s going to be trouble.”

      Veronica nodded reluctantly. “He knows he doesn’t have much power here, not really. I guess I caught his attention because of my enchanted equipment. There are mercenaries about, and sometimes even mercenary Mages, but few of them are Astros-trained, like I am.”

      “We’ll just stay out of his way,” Amelia said before something else caught her attention. “What’s that building on the right of the square? The steeple on top looks like what I’ve seen on many religious buildings in Astros. Is it a temple?”

      She was pointing at another building, this one a strange mixture of wooden paneling and monster parts. It was longer and lower than the rest of the buildings in the square. Down a lane at one side, I could make out what looked like the entrance to a stable yard. As Amelia had pointed out, it had a high, thin steeple with a dull brass bell hanging at the top.

      Veronica laughed. “A temple? You might say that.”

      Amelia looked at her, puzzled. “What’s the joke? In whose honor was it built?”

      “In honor of what, not whom,” Veronica said. “The local population here had no deities that they worshipped when Brightwater was established. There still aren’t any universally worshipped deities. But every town they knew had a temple at its heart. So they dedicated this temple to what they considered most precious.”

      “Which was?” I asked.

      “Beer,” Veronica said. “That’s the Sticks and Stones Tavern.”

      Amelia looked slightly shocked. I laughed.

      “Well,” I said, “I’m getting pretty hungry, and we need to find a place to sleep before the sun goes down. Shall we head to the tavern and see about getting a couple of rooms for the night? I would kill for a beer.”

      Veronica beamed. “If there’s one thing they excel at in Brightwater, it’s beer. Come on, let’s head inside.”
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      We were all hungry and thirsty, and ready for some refreshment, and visiting the inn sounded like a very good idea to me. Perhaps here I could get news of my old friend Jacques.

      I pushed the inn door open and took a deep breath of the welcoming smells of beer and roasting meat. Cutlery rattled on plates, and the friendly murmur of conversation rolled out to greet us. I stepped inside, followed by Amelia and Veronica.

      The cramped but cozy interior of the tavern was warmed by a roaring hearth which dominated the left wall. Fat candles burned in sconces on the walls and on the rough wooden tables. For the most part, the walls of the room were of solid oak, a wood I recognized from back home but hadn’t seen much of, since it took so long to grow. I hadn’t seen any oaks on the northward journey from my home to Brightwater, so I figured they must have been imported. Trade from Brightwater certainly reached far out to the south. The owner of the tavern evidently had fine taste, an eye for quality, and must have also had an almost bottomless coin-purse.

      The deep brown of the oak paneling of the walls reflected the warm light from the candles and the fire. It contrasted with the dark shadows in the corners and behind the beams that held up the low ceiling.

      In those shadows, the candlelight glinted off the points of antlers far too large to have come from ordinary deer, and with far too many tines. The heads of great Beasts hung from the walls above the booths around the sides. Some were scaled, others wrapped in short or long fur, while a handful had almost human-like skin. Long ears, short ears, or no ears at all. Crooked teeth, curved fangs, or blunt tusks. Eye sockets held yellow spheres with vertical pupils, bulging orbs like polished gemstones, or dozens of tiny peepers that gathered together like a roe of fish eggs.

      Although they were all long dead, the sight of so many dismembered monsters made my spine tickle. I could sense the latent Elemental power in their body parts, even though the monsters they’d come from had ceased to draw breath long ago. I turned to Amelia, and she gave me a look that suggested she also felt the strange sensation. It was as Veronica had said when we were approaching the town: the Elemental essence of magical Beasts remained strong in their bones.

      Tables filled the interior, with benches on either side of them. In the middle of the wall opposite the entrance door was a long bar. The bar itself consisted of a high bench, polished smooth by generations of sliding glasses and sweaty elbows. At the ends sat several medium size barrels, tightly bound by freshly forged steel bands. The wood itself forming the sides of the barrels was dark brown. It looked old. These barrels must have been in use for decades, aging batch after batch of beer. It gave me hope that the beer they served here would have sat for more than a few weeks.

      The brewers in Aranor could sometimes be pretty cheap, serving the beer when it was barely ready. If it sat for a couple of months, none of us needed to be brewers to taste the difference.

      Hanging from the ceiling above the bar was a large, wide board with a design carved into it. A giant dragon was devouring its own tail, which snaked around its body, filling the space. The scales were all individually carved, and while the paint was now chipped and faded, it looked like they’d once been a bright green. Now, age and candle smoke had turned the whole design a rich brown.

      Herbs hung from the ceiling over the bar, along with garlic and onions. The aroma was glorious, making my stomach rumble. The smell of stale beer was far weaker here than in the taverns I’d frequented in Aranor. The owner of this tavern obviously took more pride in its upkeep.

      Behind the bar stood a beautiful woman. She was perhaps a little older than I was, but she was a woman who wore her years well. Her face and her body glowed with health. Her long, inky black hair poured like silk over her shoulders. Her perfect skin, her huge, almond-shaped eyes, and the obvious intelligence and humor that flashed in her quick smile immediately made me feel that she was a woman I would like to get to know better.

      It was immediately obvious to me that she was no barmaid, and certainly not a beer wench. Some people thought those terms were interchangeable, but I’d learned from Katlyn, who had some experience working in a tavern, that there was a vast divide between them. The women who got promoted from beer wench to barmaid held significant prestige among their coworkers. For a start, they wouldn’t have to walk between tables and put up with attentions from overly affectionate customers.

      This woman gave off a confidence that I’d never seen in an ordinary barmaid. The men sitting on stools on either side of the bar spoke to her with respect. She worked with an efficiency that would have made the best workers in the taverns of Aranor jealous, cleaning and polishing glasses with the most efficient movements possible, filling them with beer the moment they were dry, and handing them to customers, only to take away the old glasses in the same motion and begin again.

      Several beer wenches clothed in simple but revealing dresses did move between the tables, bringing beer and food out to customers, but the burly men sitting here treated even them with respect. There was only one tavern in Brightwater, as far as I knew, so I supposed the customers couldn’t afford to be banned.

      As I pulled the door closed behind us, I noticed a sign hanging on the wall next to the entrance, so that it would be the first thing patrons see when they entered. I looked at it, but since it was covered in words and I couldn’t read, I ignored it. I was slightly surprised; could all the patrons read? What could possibly be written on it?

      “What does that sign say?” I whispered to Amelia on my left. I was trying to be subtle.

      Amelia quietly read out loud, standing in front of the sign and not looking at me. She was making it look as if she were reading out for her own benefit only. That was nice of her.

      

      “Tavern Rules:

      
        	Weapons will be left at the door beside the coat rack;

        	Patrons who are violent toward staff will be thrown out and banned;

        	Patrons who inflict lethal injuries on other patrons will be thrown out and banned;

        	For minor injuries resulting from fights, see the bar for attention;

        	For missing limbs, please visit Brightwater Infirmary.”

      

      

      “I see,” I whispered.

      Not quite what I had expected. In Aranor, the taverns simply had a sign next to the door, showing a burly tavern guard beating the shit out of drunken customers. That was usually enough to keep the majority in line. When I saw that the tavern’s patrons treated the beer wenches with respect, I’d thought perhaps they were just better behaved, but it seemed like they weren’t always so docile. If missing limbs were a common enough occurrence to merit a rule on the sign, perhaps the brawls could get a bit out of hand. At least the tavern itself was still in good condition.

      I looked around at the patrons. None of them were armed. As the sign had mentioned, there was a coat rack near the door. Cloaks, furs, and heavier coats all hung in a long row along the wall. Underneath were a number of wooden dividers with shields, spears, swords, and axes sitting in between. Judging by the number, at least half the patrons here must be warriors. Obviously they could trust that their equipment would be left untouched. No one would be foolish enough to try to walk off with someone else’s weapons.

      I took a look around the busy bar at the men who filled the place. Many of the patrons sitting at the tables looked like warriors. They were burly and tall, often quite tanned. Their eyes had the wary look of hunters, always squinting into the distance at prey. The other patrons were no less heavily built, but they didn’t have the same cautious eyes, nor did their mouths seem like they would form into snarls at the slightest provocation. For these reasons, I assumed they were craftsmen, locals, or travelers.

      All the tables were cramped, without a single spare seat, and the group gathered by the bar was three men deep. I glanced over the tavern again, hoping to find some spot where the women and I might be able to eat and drink in peace; we couldn’t exactly stand in the entrance. There was a shadowy spot in the far corner, where there might be some space.

      I squinted a little, but the tavern was hazy, and the far corner was difficult to make out. In the shadows, several men were hunched around a large table covered in frothing mugs and what looked like dice, cards, and gaming chips. Just beyond them there was a little table with some space.

      “Let’s sit there,” I said to Amelia and Veronica as I motioned at the only empty table, beside the booth.

      “Don’t you think that group might be dangerous?” Amelia asked as she looked at the group of gamers. They did look like a rough crowd, but they seemed intent on their game.

      “Possibly, but we don’t have to talk to them,” I said. “Besides, we’re all thirsty, hungry, and tired. And that’s the only empty table.”

      I noticed Veronica smiling, but she didn’t say anything, just nodded.

      All three of us unhooked our swords from our belts ready to put them together in the rack. I placed the shortsword I’d taken from the slaver beside Amelia’s sword, but I kept the dagger I used to draw tattoos; after all, it wasn’t really made to be a weapon, and I didn’t want to leave something so precious behind.

      Amelia dropped her shortsword beside mine, and Veronica laid her enchanted sword next to it.

      “You’re not worried about it being stolen?” I asked Veronica, looking at the precious blade.

      Veronica shook her head. “The mistress of the tavern would murder anyone who dared steal an item from one of her patrons.”

      I kept the heavy canvas pack with our dwindling provisions and Amelia’s spellbook on my back as we all started walking toward the corner.

      I noticed several of the patrons staring at Amelia and I as we walked past. Most of their noses wrinkled in contempt, but a handful looked at us in appreciation.

      Of course. The tattoos. I held my arms against my sides, but the tattoos were pretty obvious. I couldn’t hide them that easily.

      “Remind me to get a long-sleeved tunic,” I whispered to Amelia.

      “Noted,” she whispered back. “This could get a bit tedious.”

      We walked over to the empty table near the corner. Amelia and I started to sit down at the bench on the closer side, while Veronica took a place on the opposite bench, facing us.

      Just as we began to sit down, a voice hollered over the general din. “You cum-guzzling dickwad!” the voice sounded familiar, and I felt a smile pull at my lips.

      It had come from the booth next to us.

      “You try to steal from me again and I’ll rip your arms off and shove them up your asshole! Now, are you all going to play properly, or am I going to have to boot you all in the ass first?”

      The voice came from one of the men at the table covered in gaming chips. I looked over. The man who was shouting wore a deep hood so I couldn’t see his face, but I would have known that voice anywhere.

      He slammed his fist down on the table, making the beer mugs shake, and pushed his head back, leaning forward to look his companions all in the eyes.

      “Jacques,” I said, louder than I’d intended to.

      The hooded man turned quickly to look at me, reaching up and pushing his hood back as he did so, and revealing a very familiar face. Jaques had not changed much in the years that I’d seen him. His dark hair fell to his shoulders and his equally dark mustache was curled into circles at each end. His eyes were nut brown and piercing above his sharp nose. He wore a bright red vest under a black cloak.

      “William,” he said, “Well, I’ll be buggered by a herd of stray cats. What are you doing here?”

      Jacques’ insults had never made much sense, but I was used to them. Amelia was not, however, and her eyes seemed to be popping out of their sockets as she stared, slack-jawed, at Jacques and his table. Veronica folded her arms over her chest and simply watched as Jacques swiveled all the way around so that his back was to the three other men seated in his booth. The three men sitting with him glared at us, obviously displeased that we’d interfered with whatever was occurring in their booth.

      “I might ask you the same thing,” I said to Jacques. “But I think we’re interrupting your game?” I took a closer look at the table. There were a bunch of coins piled up in front of each man, and a much larger pile in the center of the table. Gambling. Well, the years hadn’t changed Jacques’s habits any more than they had changed his looks.

      “Actually, yes, you are,” he said. “We’re in the middle of a round.” He held up some dirty-looking playing cards in one hand, showing me a full house. With a grin and a wink, he whispered, “as you can very well see, shan’t be long until I make off with every last coin these fuckers have. Then, the game will have an intermission, and they’ll scrounge up whatever else they have that’s worth gambling with. In the meantime, why don’t you order yourselves a beer?”

      I turned back to Amelia and Veronica as Jacques and the three disgruntled men with him put their heads down and kept playing.

      “That’s Jacques?” Amelia asked. “Looks like he lives up to his reputation.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’d forgotten how vulgar his language is. It’s all part of his charm though.”

      “Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to end up in a game of cards with him,” Amelia said. “I have a feeling he has far too much experience with that pastime.”

      “He certainly does,” I said. “And he reckons he has Loku, the god of good luck, on his side. I never know with him if he even takes it seriously himself. He does have his share of luck though. With the things he gets up to, he should have been dead many times over by now.”

      Veronica nodded. “How he hasn’t been kicked out of this tavern, I’ll never know. They put up with a lot in this establishment, but he’s caused so many fights, I would have tossed him out for good by now if it were up to me.”

      A pleasant voice cut into our conversation. “Can I take your order?”

      I looked up to see one of the beer wenches standing by our table. She wore a bright yellow dress with a green dragon’s head painted over the bust. The dragon’s red eyes were painted right where her nipples pressed against the fabric of the dress. Was that deliberate? I glanced at the other wenches, noticing their clothing in greater detail now, and discovered that their dresses all had motifs placed in similarly provocative areas.

      The wench held a small wooden board in her left hand and a metal stylus in her right.

      “I’ll be your barmaid for the evening,” she said. “Anything you need, just let me know.”

      So she was a barmaid, not a beer wench. Good to know. Maybe they didn’t call them beer wenches in Brightwater.

      “I’ll take a Dragon’s Breath Ale, please,” Veronica said.

      “Dragon’s Breath Ale,” the barmaid repeated as she pressed the stylus into the wax-covered surface of the board. She scrawled a couple of symbols into the wax. Even though I couldn’t read, I could tell there were too few of the symbols to make up real words. Maybe the barmaid, like me, couldn’t read, so she’d devised her own written language so she could remember patrons’ drink orders?

      The barmaid turned to look at Amelia and me. Her eyebrows raised slightly when she saw the tattoos on our arms, but she said nothing about them. “And what will you two have to drink?”

      “Uh,” I hesitated. “What do you have?”

      “Well, we have ales, stouts, lagers. Each comes in pale, amber, and dark flavors. We also have a range of high strength beers, as well as some smoked ales.”

      “You certainly seem to have a broad range,” I said.

      The barmaid smiled. “We have a lot of travelers here. We try to cater to every taste.”

      I turned to Amelia. “Do you know what you want?”

      “Not exactly,” Amelia said. “I’ve never been much of a beer drinker.” She looked up at the barmaid. “Can I just get something with a mild flavor?”

      “Certainly. In that case, allow me to recommend our Mount Agony Stream Pale Ale. It has a smooth texture and a mild hoppy flavor.”

      “That sounds, uh, lovely,” Amelia said. Her voice sounded somewhat skeptical. The name of the ale surprised me a bit too, but Amelia didn’t say anything else as the barmaid scrawled on her wax tablet again.

      The barmaid looked at me. “And for you, sir?”

      I didn’t want one of the high strength beers. I knew I needed to stay alert in this town, especially with Jacques sitting nearby. Who knew what might take place?

      I’d always been more of an ale drinker myself, and I liked a good strong flavor, but I didn’t need to prove myself by ordering the darkest flavor like some men did.

      “I’ll have an amber ale, please,” I said.

      “That’ll be the Dragon’s Breath Ale,” the barmaid said. “An excellent choice.”

      I looked over at Veronica, and she smiled. “I see your taste is as good as mine,” she said.

      So she liked the same beer as me. That definitely was an attractive quality. I smiled back, and she held my look for a moment. Her gaze was warm and friendly. I was beginning to feel that the haughty noblewoman was only one aspect of Veronica’s character, and that there might be a gentler and more vulnerable person underneath.

      “I’ll bring your drinks right over,” the barmaid said. “The kitchen will be open in half an hour. I’ll be back to take your orders for dinner then.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled at her as she turned to leave.

      I looked back to Veronica. “The service here is pretty great, right?”

      Veronica laughed. “What sort of backwater do you come from? Not used to table service?”

      “I, uh, I guess the taverns in Aranor are just busier than this place.” I wasn’t sure why I felt defensive about those taverns; they weren’t exactly that nice. I could definitely get used to an establishment like this one.

      The barmaid returned a minute later and placed our mugs in front of us, foam cresting at the top of each jug. The mugs looked strong, and I figured they needed to be, to survive the brawls in this place. If the sign at the door had been anything to go by, the tavern’s present calm atmosphere could change at any moment.

      Thinking about the sign reminded me of a question I had. “Excuse me,” I said as the barmaid was walking away.

      She looked at me. “Yes? Did you not like the amber ale?”

      “It’s not that. I wanted to ask about the sign. The one at the entrance.”

      A frown darkened her pretty face. “There are no exceptions. The Mistress of the tavern is very strict about keeping to the rules.”

      I laughed. “I don’t want to break any of the rules. I just want some clarification. What does it mean when it refers to seeing the staff at the bar if we have minor injuries?”

      “Oh that,” she replied, her expression lightening again. “The Mistress can heal minor injuries.”

      “Really? How does she do that?” I asked. There were likely two potential answers: she was a herbalist of some kind, or a mage.

      “I’m not sure exactly,” the barmaid replied. “She has some Nature magic; you would have to ask yourself for more information. Will that be all?”

      “Yes, that’s all, thank you,” I said.

      So, it sounded like the Mistress was a Mage and not a herbalist. My current experience with Mages was limited to a single woman—Veronica—so I figured I could ask the Mistress more about her magic later. For now, it was time to try the beer.

      Amelia raised her mug and eyed the layer of foam on top of her beer suspiciously. She brought it to her face and sniffed it. I stifled a laugh. Veronica didn’t stifle hers.

      I held up my beer, as did Veronica.

      “To your health,” I said.

      “To your health,” Veronica said. We clinked our mugs together.

      Amelia clinked hers against ours as well. “To you, William. The last Ink Mage,” she said.

      Veronica smiled. “To being an Ink Mage.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “To being a Rune Sorcerer,” Amelia said, and she winked coyly at Veronica.

      “May you prosper and bring us success in battle,” Veronica added, a little bashfully given Amelia’s toast.

      I hadn’t heard that one before, but it sounded good to me.

      We each raised our beers and took a good swallow. I got a face full of foam before getting a mouthful of beer. The Dragon’s Breath Ale was delicious. The flavor was full-bodied without being overly fruity. It was fresh and soothing on my dry throat.

      Veronica and I both looked at Amelia as she lowered her mug. She wiped the beer mustache away from her top lip.

      “Well, do you like it?” Veronica asked me. She looked eager, as if she were asking about something she’d prepared herself.

      “It’s excellent,” I answered. “Exactly to my taste.”

      Veronica looked pleased and met my eyes again as she took another deep draught from her mug. “And how’s yours, Amelia, the… what was it called?”

      “Mount Agony Stream,” said Amelia with satisfaction. “I do like it, very much, actually. It tastes amazing. To be honest, I wasn’t expecting to. I’ve never really drunk beer before. There wasn’t much opportunity for that kind of thing back in Astros.” She raised her glass and took another long swallow. “I’m glad that Brightwater ale is my first experience of beer.”

      “I second that,” I said. “The beer in Brightwater is incredible.”

      “Now you see why the folk here raised a temple to it,” Veronica said.

      We all laughed.

      A chorus of angry curses came from the booth near us, and I looked over as Jacques half rose from the table, pocketing a pile of coins as he did so.

      His companions were an ugly, angry-looking lot. There were three of them, and all showed signs of being too used to fighting. One wore an eyepatch, and one had a red nose which looked as if it had been broken more times than was healthy. The leader had a strange hairstyle, a spiked mohawk rising from an otherwise clean-shaved head. They were dressed in dirty work clothes and heavy boots, and a glance told me that they were all already much the worse for drink.

      “Why don’t we leave it there for a few minutes, boys?” Jacques suggested to them. “A quick intermission for refreshments.” He sounded as suave and supercilious as ever.

      “Refreshments?” said the man with the mohawk. “We don’t have any coin to buy beer; you took it all from us!”

      “Easy,” Jacques said as he raised his hands to calm the men. “How about I shout you all a round before we go again? I know you have more coins.”

      The men grumbled among each other.

      The one who’d spoken before sneered at Jacques. “You get us the beer, and we’ll see if we can scrounge up something to bet with.”

      “Excellent,” my old friend said as he plucked three coins from his bulging purse and slapped them on the table. “That should be more than enough to cover your beers. I’m glad you’ve decided to play another round. I really think you lads might be in for a stroke of luck. After all, you can’t win if you don’t play the game.” He winked at the men before he got up and walked over to our table, his half-full mug of beer in his hand.

      The three men headed toward the bar, giving Jacques dirty looks as they went. I assumed they wanted to get out of Jacques’s earshot before discussing where they would get more coins.

      Jacques took a seat across from me, beside Veronica. Either he had something to hide, or he felt the cold strongly. I couldn’t see why else he would have kept his cloak on instead of leaving it at the door.

      “I must say, William,” he said once he’d settled himself, “it is fine to see you again here. My, my, you’ve got yourself some more of those tattoos, I see.” He looked askance at my forearms. “You never were one to pay any heed to your appearance. But I never judge. I did wonder what had become of you, and I’ve missed our adventures terribly.”

      Jacques’ voice had a melodic quality to it when he wasn’t hollering obscenities. I could imagine him charming the toughest of merchants out of their wares for far less than their value.

      “It’s good to see you again too, Jacques,” I said. “Whatever made you leave Aranor without so much as saying goodbye?”

      “Oh that.” Jacques waved his hand dismissively. “A long and tedious story I wouldn’t dream of boring you with. But I see you have made the acquaintance of two lovely ladies.”

      I wasn’t blind to his attempt to distract me, but I knew from experience I wouldn’t get any answers out of him if he didn’t want to give them.

      “That’s right, Jacques. Allow me to introduce Amelia, a scholar from the Royal Library in Astros. I believe you’ve already gotten to know Veronica.”

      Jacques reached out a hand to Amelia and shook hers. “A pleasure, I’m sure.” He looked at me. “I have indeed got to know Veronica, but I hasten to add that it was only in the sense of making her acquaintance. You needn’t fear in that department.”

      Veronica went red. “William and I aren’t ... we’re not...”

      “Never fear, my dear Veronica. I would never dream of insinuating anything that might harm your unblemished reputation. What you choose to do behind closed doors with my good friend William is your business.”

      Veronica huffed and went silent. I assumed she was familiar with such behavior from Jacques.

      He leaned in toward Amelia with a hand beside his mouth, conspiratorially. “You see, William need have no concerns in that department in general.”

      “Why might that be?” Amelia asked. She was sitting hesitantly, unsure whether to be interested or repulsed.

      “Because I have nothing in which to compete with him. The old fellow down there doesn’t work anymore.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Amelia said, her intonation almost questioning. Her cheeks were a bit red.

      I sat back, sipped on my beer, and waited for the punchline. I’d heard this story dozens of times before, and it never failed to intrigue me.

      “No need for condolences at all,” he said. “I got a pretty good bargain out of the whole arrangement.”

      Amelia and Veronica both looked very confused at this. They glanced at me, and I shrugged, gesturing toward Jacques while smiling behind my beer mug. “Don’t look at me,” I said, “I wouldn’t dream of stealing his punchline.”

      Jacques inclined his head to me in exaggerated gratitude. “The truth is,” he said, looking ar Amelia, “I gave up my prowess—tremendous though it was, I might add—in exchange for patronage from Loku, the god of good luck.”

      “I see,” said Amelia. She was sitting back now, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “And now, I get perfect luck in almost any conceivable endeavor. Only downside is, little me down there is totally uninterested in the wenches.” He spread his arms in a resigned gesture and grinned. “I don’t miss it so much really. I was always drawn to the most challenging kinds of women. My reputation as a lover went far and wide, and I was powerless to resist them. I was always getting tangled up in the most undesirable situations. A beautiful woman was my only weakness. Better off without them, really.”

      Personally, I figured his ’little fellow’, as he liked to call it, had stopped working for purely mundane reasons, and he wanted to explain why he was totally fine with that. He did have a surprising run of luck, given the crazy escapades he got up to, but there was no reason to believe one of the gods worshipped by superstitious old women in Aranor had anything to do with it.

      “And what do you do with this perfect ‘luck’, now that you’ve traded your virility for it?” Amelia asked. She enunciated the word luck with more than a hint of skepticism.

      “Fleece the workers in Brightwater of all their earnings of course,” Jacques whispered in reply. A wise move, since I could see the three workers he’d been playing with returning to their booth with full mugs of beer. “Not the locals, though,” Jacques continued. “They’re honest, hardworking folk, and I’d never swindle them out of their meager earnings. The kind like those I’m with tonight? They’re ripe pickings for someone as lucky as I am.”

      “So, who have you been gambling with?” I nodded at the booth next to us. “You said they were workers; what do they work on?”

      “These fine gentlemen are sappers,” Jacques said.

      “What’s a sapper?” Amelia asked.

      Jacques puffed his chest out. He loved explaining things to people. “Sappers are workers in the mines. They shore up the walls and ceilings of the new shafts and repair the old ones.”

      “I’ve heard they aren’t too kind to the slaves that work there,” Veronica said. I could tell she was doing her best to avoid looking at Amelia and I when she said the word ’slaves’.

      “No indeed, you are correct.” Jacques waved his beer in the air as he spoke, his flourishes somewhat dramatic. Despite this, he was speaking with a lowered voice. “They have been known to deliberately do shoddy work. They find it comical when the shafts collapse on groups of the slaves as they are collecting the Beast Cores.”

      “How awful!” Amelia exclaimed.

      “That it is,” Jacques responded. “That is why I have no qualms fleecing them of their earnings.”

      I looked over at the sappers at the booth. They had returned with full mugs of beer in their hands, but they did not look happy. I looked closer at them as they clustered at the end of their table that was furthest from ours.

      As I had noticed earlier, they were fairly easy to distinguish from one another, despite their clothes. The man with the mohawk seemed to be the leader. The other two, one with a dirty eyepatch and the other with his red and misshapen nose, leaned in close to mohawk and muttered angrily, throwing occasional resentful glances toward Jacques, which he studiously ignored. I figured they were probably plotting to screw Jacques over.

      “Keep talking,” I whispered to Amelia, Veronica, and Jacques.

      The two women looked at me with confused expressions, but Jacques caught my meaning immediately. I rolled my eyes toward the booth behind us, and Amelia nodded, suddenly realizing what I intended. I wanted to overhear the sappers’ conversation.

      “Would you ladies like to know how I met young William here?” Jacques asked the two women at my table.

      “Very much,” Amelia said, playing along with an excited nod.

      Jacques began a tale that was most definitely not an explanation of how we’d met, and I let his voice fade to the back of my mind as I concentrated on what the sappers were saying.

      “He’s already won nearly all our earnings,” the one with the mashed nose said.

      “How does he do it?” Mohawk said. “It’s like he can read our cards.”

      “That sounds like cheating to me,” Eyepatch said.

      I suspected it was more likely that these workers were not the sharpest when it came to card games.

      “What are we going to do about it?” said Mohawk.

      They were not speaking all that quietly, and I could see a number of other workers in the vicinity pausing in their conversation to listen in. I figured they were pretty drunk and were unable to realize that their whispers were, in fact, shouts.

      “We’ll have to go back to the mines and work for another two months to get all that money back again,” said the one with the red nose.

      “I don’t know if I like the sound of that,” said Patch. They all looked in our direction.

      “Uh, Jacques,” I interrupted him midway through his elaborate—and entirely fabricated—retelling. “Do you happen to have a plan for hanging on to your winnings?”

      “Why, of course.” Jacques smiled. He didn’t look too concerned.

      “And that plan would be...?” Amelia asked when Jacques didn’t go any further.

      “Why, silly me.” he slapped a palm to his forehead. “Did I neglect to explain?”

      I nodded. “You did.”

      “You are my plan.” He spread his hands to indicate the three of us, a generous, sweeping gesture, as if he’d just offered us a round of drinks.

      “Fantastic,” Amelia muttered sarcastically. .

      I wasn’t thrilled either, but at the same time, I had been curious to try out our new tattoos. They’d been crafted with the express purpose of fighting in close combat, and I could even think of a few ways to use them that wouldn’t break the tavern’s rules.

      I looked over at the sappers again.

      “I have a new idea,” announced Red Nose.

      “Oh yeah?” Mohawk asked loudly. “What would that be?”

      The other workers nearby were all listening. I glanced around me. It looked like at least six or seven other workers might get involved if a fight broke out. And from the way they were all glaring at Jacques, I assumed they wouldn’t side with him. More than likely, they’d also lost much of their earnings on previous nights to Jacques’ unbelievable luck.

      “Let’s just take the money off him again,” Red Nose shouted.

      The other two cheered and leaped to their feet.

      “Here we go,” I said and got to my feet as well, leaving my pack on the bench.

      Amelia and Veronica stood to their feet as well.

      “You ladies sure you want to defend my friend here?” I asked. “He’s not exactly guiltless.”

      “Any friend of yours is a friend of mine,” Amelia said.

      “I’ve been meaning to teach these sappers a lesson,” Veronica said.

      “Great,” I said with a smile. “This should be fun. Let’s hold off on using our tattoos at first. I want to give them a good fight before we annihilate them.”

      I put my hand out and firmly gripped Jacques by the arm. “I’ve only been in town five minutes and you’re already getting me into trouble.”

      Jacques rolled his shoulders and flashed me a lopsided grin.

      “Just like old times,” he said.
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      I stood side by side with my old friend Jacques and my two female companions in the cramped confines of the Sticks and Stones Tavern. Together, the four of us faced down a roomful of angry, drunken miners. They were ready for a brawl, and so were we, but I knew that if things went against us, it could be a perfect opportunity to test our magical abilities.

      It would be a short fight if we did. I always believed in a fair fight, and I had the brawling experience from my days in Aranor to hold my own. I’d give them a fighting chance first.

      Some of the other men at the surrounding tables got up as well. Most of them fled the tavern, obviously uninterested in the impending brawl. The tables and chairs were emptied, leaving only nine sappers, including Mohawk, Patch, and Red Nose. The additional six came to stand behind the first three. They were wearing the same clothes as the main trio—dirty, sweat-stained leathers which bared their arms almost to the shoulders, and heavy workmen’s boots. From their similar gear and their willingness to join the fight, I guessed that they must also be sappers who worked in the mines with Mohawk and his cronies.

      “You stole our money, thief,” Mohawk spat at Jacques.

      “You’re a cheating motherfucker,” Red Nose said through gritted teeth.

      “Motherfucker,” Patch echoed as he glared with his one uncovered eye.

      “If you want to fight Jacques,” I said as I stood between the men and my friend, “you’re going to have to deal with the rest of us too.”

      “Ugh,” Amelia said, “I think I can smell their breath.”

      The brutish trio turned their attention to me and the women standing beside me.

      “You?” Red Nose spat. “A filthy vagabond? You think those devils’ markings protect you?”

      Mohawk ogled Amelia and Veronica next to me. “Well, hello, sweethearts. Don’t you worry, once we’ve dealt with your handler, we’ll give you a good time.”

      He made a circle with two of his fingers and stuck the finger of his other hand through the gap, making violent thrusting motions with his pelvis at the same time. The others all burst out in jeers and laughter, sticking their tongues out and making obscene gestures.

      “Filthy pig,” Veronica muttered.

      Amelia turned to me. “Can we please use our magic to deal with these cretins?”

      “Well, if you insist,” I said. “After all, it’s nine against four. I suppose it's fair to even up the odds! But remember the tavern rules: strictly non-lethal.”

      “We’re right with you,” Amelia said, and Veronica nodded.

      I glanced over my shoulder to Jacques. “Same goes for you.”

      “I’ve been doing this long before you got here, young William,” he said. “I’ve perfected the art of avoiding murder.”

      It looked like magic was back on the table. So much for my scruples. I couldn’t say I was all that disappointed.

      I faced the thugs, who were still caught up in making each other guffaw with their obscene capers and thrusting motions.

      “You don’t threaten my friends and get to walk away,” I said to them in a calm voice.

      Jacques grabbed a mug and brandished it like a weapon. “I’m looking forward to this.”

      A glance over one shoulder showed me that the Mistress was casually leaning on the wall behind the bar, her arms folded over her ample chest. The barmaids had placed themselves on top of the counter, elbows on their knees as they watched us with keen interest.

      The sappers’ laughter died down, and their moods turned serious. The prospect of causing violence seemed to sober them up rather quickly.

      “Hold back,” I said to my friends with a wink. “If we’re using magic after all, I’m going to prepare the battlefield.”

      I snatched a beer mug from a nearby table and tossed it on the ground.

      The sappers jumped back, as though they were afraid of getting a little wet.

      Mohawk glared at the spilled liquid. “What the fuck? Spilling beer? That’s damned sacrilege.”

      Patch smacked his fist against his palm, the flickering light from the hearth casting crazy shadows over his sneering face. “What are we waiting for?” he asked his comrades. “Let’s get ’em.”

      As the nine men roared and leaped forward, I knelt beside the beer I’d spilled, placed my hand on the sticky liquid, and activated my snowflake rune. Immediately, the beer crystallized into ice, and the sappers slipped and skidded along the frozen surface.

      Always the eager one, Jacques rushed past me and cracked a sapper over the head with a mug. The sapper cried out and clutched the wound but only managed to lose his balance and fall on his ass.

      “That was brutal,” I said.

      “Non-lethal,” Jacques said. “I promise. By the way, when did you become a Mage?”

      “Now’s not the best time to explain.”

      The other sappers had regained their balance, but I wasn’t done with my initial trick just yet. I sent Mana into my fireball rune and cast three flaming spheres at the ice on the ground. It melted near instantly, causing a great cloud of steam to rise up in the middle of the sappers, scorching them and obscuring their vision.

      Using the steaming shroud as cover, I leaped into the confused group of assholes. My fist found a pudgy stomach, my leg struck a tender groin, and my knee smashed into a jaw that sprayed teeth and blood.

      Veronica came beside me and grabbed a sapper’s arm. She tugged on it, spun him around, and twisted the limb until there was an audible crack of snapping bone. The man screamed, and she tossed him to the ground with what looked like little effort.

      “Remarkable strength,” Jacques commented.

      “I’m not without my uses,” Veronica remarked as she stepped over the screaming man.

      I heard an almost feminine cry behind me and whirled around, expecting to see Amelia being harmed.

      Instead, I saw Amelia dealing out harm. She’d summoned an icy blade and had stabbed a sapper in the meat of his ass. He was screaming like a little girl as he tried to reach round to remove it. The blade suddenly melted, but Amelia wasn’t done yet. She grabbed him by the shoulders, spun him round so he was facing her, and delivered a hard right knee to his nuts. His eyes rolled to the back of his head as he dropped to his knees, clutching his crushed pride.

      My attention was drawn to a screaming man with a bloodied nose, and it was only when I saw his strange hairstyle that I recognized him as Mohawk. He brandished what looked like a broken chair leg, its tip spiked, and charged toward me. I ducked beneath his clumsy swipe and swung my arm for his face as his broken chair leg whistled past my head. He reared back a little, so my hand didn’t connect with his face. Instead, my fingers grasped the wiry threads of his mohawk.

      Almost instinctively, I channeled Mana through my Fire rune. I only sent a little Mana into the tattoo, so only tiny embers shot through my fingers. My spell set Mohawk’s hair alight, and I released him. He screamed as the flames consumed his terrible haircut. In a wild attempt to put out the blaze, he scurried from one table to the next, searching for a beer mug that wasn’t empty to douse the conflagration.

      “That’s a new trick,” Jacques said to me. “Why don’t I try it?”

      I was expecting my old friend to reveal that he also possessed magic, but he simply grabbed the sapper he’d stabbed earlier, dragged him across the tavern floor, and threw him headfirst into the hearth.

      Jacques grinned at me from the other side of the room as the sapper did his best impression of Mohawk only moments ago, screaming as he futilely searched for something to extinguish the flames.

      A sapper came at me from my right, and I twisted to avoid his charge. He pivoted on his foot and rushed for me again. This time, I grabbed him by the hips, hauled him backward, and drove him through a table. The wood snapped beneath his back as he landed heavily on the flood and cried out in pain at the impact. I delivered a solid kick to his midriff, driving the air out of him, and he curled up into a ball.

      The steam dissipated, revealing three sappers lying on the ground, groaning and nursing their wounds. The man I’d just felled was struggling to rise from the wreck of the table. Mohawk and the other burned man were dunking their heads in buckets. I wasn’t sure where they’d found the buckets, but the stench coming from them gave me a few ideas about what they contained. The remaining three, including Patch and Red Nose, had scuttled backward. The tavern was a mess of smashed chairs and tables, shattered mugs, and a smattering of broken teeth, splattered blood, and spilled beer.

      Applause and cheering broke out from the bar, and I looked up to see the barmaids grinning while the Mistress wore an impressed smile.

      “You assholes used magic,” Red Nose said as he gripped a broken arm.

      “And you threatened my friends,” I said as Jacques, Veronica, and Amelia came to stand beside me. “Were you expecting to get away with that?”

      Patch motioned to the other sappers, and they started toward the tavern’s exit. It seemed like they had realized that they were outmatched and were going to leave. Fleeing was the smart thing to do.

      But these guys weren’t very smart at all.

      Instead of fleeing, they snatched their weapons from the rack beside the door and turned toward us.

      “We’ve faced monsters before,” Red Nose said as he slapped a hammer in his palm. “Couple of Mages can’t be much harder to take down.”

      “You’re really out of your league here,” I said.

      I hadn’t fought any regular people since acquiring magic—just trollmen and Beasts—but this brief brawl had shown me just how powerful I had become. In a fight against regular humans, they would never stand a chance against me. If these sappers hadn’t threatened my friends, I would almost have felt sorry for them.

      “William, ever the level-headed one,” Jacques said. “I was just getting warmed up.”

      “I think you boys have had enough punishment for one evening,” the Mistress said as she walked out from behind the bar. I hadn’t noticed before because the bar had been hiding it, but she had a beautiful pair of long, graceful legs encased in purple lace stockings.

      “You going to let Mages use magic in your tavern?” Red Nose asked the Mistress. “Look what they did to Gerry here.” He motioned to Mohawk. “He’s been growing that ’hawk for months now. Might never grow back.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” she said. “Take your companions to the infirmary. I’ll tend to your wounds shortly.”

      The conscious sappers dragged the bodies of their unconscious comrades through an exit door beside the bar.

      The Mistress turned to face Amelia, Veronica, and me. “As for you, did you not see the sign forbidding use of weapons in my tavern? Even if they’re Mage weapons, they’re still weapons.”

      I considered telling the Mistress that Amelia and I weren’t Mages, nor did we have any weapons with which we’d used to cast spells.

      “Apologies for the mess we’ve caused in here.” I indicated the smashed furniture with a sweep of my arm. “But I can assure you we used no weapons, Mistress...”

      “William,” said Jacques, “allow me to introduce Mistress Blossom, Supreme Ruler of the Sticks and Stones Tavern.”

      “A pleasure.” I extended my hand. “My name is William. These ladies are my companions, Amelia and Veronica.”

      “Veronica, I know,” Mistress Blossom said with a smile, “but it’s wonderful to meet you, Amelia. Mages are always welcome in my tavern. In fact, I welcome most anyone, so long as they purchase alcohol and don’t pester my barmaids too much.”

      “Thank you very much,” I said to the Mistress. “We’re glad to be in a place with such excellent beer!I haven’t come across the last name Blossom before,”

      “It’s an honorable name for a family with a close bond to nature.” Mistress Blossom took my hand. “And now,” she continued. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten; I saw you all using weapons in my tavern. The rules are clear. You will have to go.”

      “Respectfully, ma’am,” Jacques tentatively interjected. “You will find William and these fine young ladies have no weapons on their persons.”

      I glanced at Jacques, and he looked at me with a serene smile.

      “Is that so?” Mistress Blossom raised an eyebrow. “And what are these devilish markings on your forearms, young William.” She glanced at Amelia’s arm. “Oh, you too dear? What sort of cult have you both got mixed up in?”

      “They’re art,” Amelia said, suddenly defensive.

      I hadn’t realized how much the tattoos meant to her. She had been raised with the typical noble disdain for them. But now? She was the complete opposite, ready to defend them against any naysayers. It made sense; after all, the tattoos had made her capable of wielding magic, something she’d dreamt of since she was a child.

      “I don’t dispute that,” the Mistress said. “I never meant to offend. It’s just that. . . I believe I recognize the symbols. They’re spell runes, are they not?”

      “They are,” I said, not seeing a reason to lie to someone who obviously knew the truth.

      “And who drew them?” she asked, her dark eyes suddenly intense in their curiosity.

      “I think that’s our time to leave,” Jacques said as he grabbed my shoulder. “Night is getting late, and we have places to be.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” the Mistress said. There was a loud bang, and I spun around to see that the tavern’s entrance door had slammed shut. Had it done so all by itself? That seemed strange.

      I put my hand behind my back so the Mistress couldn’t see that I was sending Mana into the Fire rune on my arm. I felt a tiny flame appear in the center of my palm, and I prepared myself to throw it should the Mistress show any sign of being a threat.

      “You can all relax,” Mistress Blossom said.

      I glanced at my friends, and their muscles looked as tense as mine felt. Each was preparing to throw themselves into another fight if necessary.

      “I simply wanted to ensure no one could hear what we’re about to discuss,” the Mistress continued. “You are in no danger here. And I hope you won’t try to inflict any harm upon me.”

      “We can trust her,” Veronica said. “Mistress Blossom has helped me a great deal since I’ve been in Brightwater. You can tell her everything you’ve told me.”

      I glanced at Amelia, and she shrugged.

      “Blossom is crafty and perhaps even a better thief than I am,” Jacques whispered to me. “But she’s an honest one.”

      I sighed as I withdrew Mana back into my pool, and the flame on my palm died out.

      “All right,” I said before I turned to the Mistress. “These tattoos aren’t from some cult or gang of vagabonds, as so many people seem to think. These markings are what I used in the fight you just witnessed.”

      “How is that possible?” Mistress Blossom looked confused.

      “Perhaps it’s simpler to show you than to explain,” I said.

      “I don’t think so; I’m not having you causing more damage in here than you already have.” Mistress Blossom put up her hand commandingly.

      “I assure you, Mistress Blossom, this won’t do any damage,” I said in my most respectful tone.

      I held up my left hand and quickly, before she could say anything more, channeled Mana through my Fire rune, and lit little flames on all five fingers.

      Mistress Blossom’s mouth dropped open. I could see the other barmaids, still milling round the bar, staring with their mouths open also.

      “Well, I’ll be. That is a remarkable trick,” Mistress Blossom said.

      “How are you doing that?” a red-headed barmaid called out. “Where’s your wand?”

      “Sophie,” Mistress Blossom said. “Come over here, will you?”

      The barmaid dropped from the counter and walked over to me. I held the dancing flames and noticed how much easier it was to sustain them. Not only had my Mana stores increased, but retracing the runes had made it much easier to control the spell’s effects. I had noticed this same thing during the fight with the sappers, too.

      The flames extending from my fingertips cast flickering shadows over the redhead’s pale, freckled skin as she lowered herself to peer at them.

      “Now, tell me if you can find the source of his magic,” the Mistress commanded the barmaid. I had a feeling Mistress Blossom knew exactly what I’d been using to cast my spells, but it seemed like she wanted to have a little fun with the woman under her employ.

      The barmaid peered at my tunic closely, stepped to the side, and examined my back, looking for something.

      Mistress Blossom came alongside the barmaid. “Why don’t I help you look?” she asked the barmaid.

      Together, they stooped to peer at my trousers, giving me an eyeful of the Mistress’s ample bosom.

      “Nope, no wand of that kind down there,” Mistress Blossom said.

      “Are you sure?” the redhead asked. “There is a significant bulge...”

      “That’s his cock, that is,” Jacques commented.

      “It’s more of a stave than a wand,” Amelia muttered. Her hand suddenly shot to her mouth, and her face reddened, as though she’d accidentally spoken her thoughts aloud.

      I laughed under my breath. I extinguished the flames on my left hand and held my forearm out to the Mistress and the barmaid. “The tattoos are what allow me to cast the spells.”

      “They’re glowing,” the barmaid said in a hushed voice.

      “I suspected as much,” Mistress Blossom said, running her finger down my arm to feel the markings. “But I didn’t know how it was possible.”

      Amelia spoke up. “William is what we call an Ink Mage, ma’am. He can cast spells directly through the runes on his skin.”

      Mistress Blossom let go of my arm and looked at Amelia. “And what about you, dear? You have a tattoo as well. Are you also an Ink Mage?”

      Amelia channeled some Mana through the tattoo on her right arm, only through the snowflake, and allowed a clump of ice to form on her palm. Mistress Blossom’s eyes widened as the tattoo on Amelia’s arm lit up. Amelia was getting much faster. I felt a small swell of pride at how fast she was learning.

      “I’m a Rune Sorcerer,” said Amelia. “I can use the tattoos, but I can’t give them. Only William can do that.”

      “An Ink Mage, and a Rune Sorcerer,” Mistress Blossom said. “I’ve met hundreds of Mages, but never a pair like you two. Until this evening, I had never even heard of such mages. And now, two of them have entered my tavern on a single night? It almost beggars belief.”

      Amelia smiled and withdrew her Mana from the spell. The ice immediately melted back into her hand. She glanced at me, and I smiled at her; she was learning an impressive amount of control over her new power.

      I looked at the barmaid, Sophie, and wondered whether she cared about the terrible condition of the tavern after the fight. I doubted the Mistress would be cleaning it all up; it would be Sophie and the other barmaids who mopped the floors and gathered the broken furniture.

      “So, you didn’t use any weapons,” Mistress Blossom continued. “I suppose that means you technically didn’t break any of the rules. But the tattoos seem to be magical weapons themselves. Perhaps I should ban you all the same? I’d need to change the wording on the sign...”

      “If I may, your ladyship,” Veronica spoke up. “I know these two travelers, and I can vouch for them.”

      Mistress Blossom turned her attention to Veronica, whose brow still glistened from the exertion of combat.

      “And what makes you think they are trustworthy, Veronica?” Mistress Blossom asked, her arms crossed over her generous bosom.

      “William is a recently escaped slave.” Veronica pointed to me.

      I hadn’t expected that to be Veronica’s leading point; it seemed like something that would render someone untrustworthy. But the Mistress glanced at me, impressed.

      “So, you got away?” she said. “Good for you, lad.”

      Veronica continued. “Amelia and William both assisted me in battle today; their help was invaluable. And they are both strong supporters of freedom, like we are. They killed some slavers yesterday.”

      “I see,” the Mistress said. “Well that does change things a bit.” She turned to Jacques, who was picking his teeth with a large splinter that might have come from some broken furniture.

      “But what about you?” She rounded on him. “You used a mug in the brawl.”

      Jacques spread his hands and grinned, laying the splinter on an only partially broken table beside him. “The mug came from inside the tavern, ma’am.” He bowed his head in deference. “I simply used the environment of your fine establishment.”

      “You threw one of my patrons into the fire,” Mistress Blossom countered.

      “Also contained in the tavern, your ladyship. I didn’t bring in any weapons.”

      Mistress Blossom sighed. “You’re right, as ever.”

      Jacques gave an ingratiating grin.

      “Where’s my cut, Jacques?” the Mistress asked him.

      Jacques cleared his throat. “But of course, where are my manners? I forgot all about this.”

      He fished in one of the pockets of his trousers and pulled out a coin purse.

      The Mistress’s face lit up, and she extended her hand.

      Jacques dropped the purse into her hand with a clink. “This is half of what I earned from those brawlers before our little quarrel began.”

      “Earned,” the Mistress repeated with a chuckle. “Ah, Jacques. You know I can never stay mad at you for long. I’m never happier than when defrauding scum who torment slaves for fun. Even better when we make a profit doing so.” She gave a lilting laugh.

      Amelia blanched. “You regularly steal from your patrons?” she asked.

      Mistress Blossom looked earnest. “But of course, dear. We’re only stealing from them what they’ve already stolen from the poor. All the proceeds go to the upkeep of this noble establishment. We’re looking after the needs of the poor, using the profits exploited by their oppressors. Speaking of upkeep, it’s time I took care of the little mess you all made.”

      I was about to apologize once more, when a breeze picked up inside the tavern. I looked around to see if one of the doors or a window had been opened, although there were no windows in this part of the tavern.

      A fresh smell filled the air, of flowers and vegetation. Mistress Blossom stood motionless, her hands outstretched, and her eyes closed.

      The candles flickered in the breeze, but none of them went out. From the Mistress’s feet, a glow of green light emanated into the wooden floor around us. It glowed bright as waves of energy pulsed from the Mistress into the surrounding room.

      “What’s happening?” Amelia asked, her voice quivering.

      “Ssh, wait and see,” said Jacques. “This is perfectly normal.”

      As we watched, the table next to us appeared to rise of its own accord. The splintered boards met each other and fused. Green energy flashed in the gap between the boards, and wood regrew, splicing the pieces together. The benches on either side rocked back into position, green light zipping across the surface, knitting splinters back into the surface of the wood.

      Fragments of stone beer mugs flew into the air in a whirlwind around us. The hundreds of shards merged together, forming whole mugs once more, which settled on the surrounding tables, some of them still containing unfinished beer.

      “Incredible,” Veronica whispered. “I’ve seen this a few times already, but it never ceases to amaze me.”

      “How are you doing this?” I asked. “You don’t have a wand. You don’t have tattoos, do you?” I suddenly wondered whether Mistress Blossom might have known about Ink Mages all along, and that I wasn’t so unique.

      Mistress Blossom laughed. “Of course not. Whatever it is you’re capable of doing is extremely rare. I’ve never once come across such a thing in all my time in Brightwater.”

      “But if you’re not doing it with tattoos or a wand, how are you doing it?” Amelia asked.

      The Mistress pointed down at her legs. “Believe it or not, these fishnet stockings are good for more than just enhancing my gorgeous looks. They’re magical stockings, with small runes inscribed on the threads. A very expensive item, I can assure you of that.”

      “The runes must be incredibly small and finely enchanted for so thin a garment,” Amelia said.

      “It’s not all that hard to understand, really,” the Mistress replied. “There are plenty of magical garments out there; it’s simply unusual to see one with such fine thread work as this.”

      The Mistress lifted a leg and placed her high heeled boot on one of the benches. The side of her leg was displayed prominently for us all to see.

      I peered at the threads making up the stocking, and I could indeed see little patterns inscribed onto many of them.

      “And what magic does this allow you to perform?” I asked.

      “Nature magic,” Mistress Blossom replied. “I don’t normally go into this with customers, but you are all clearly much better informed than my usual patrons.”

      “Where did you obtain such a remarkable vector?” asked Amelia.

      The Mistress glanced sharply at her. “You are young, dear, and I guess you have not experienced much of the world. If you had, you would know that a Mage never shares the identities of her most talented enchanters.”

      “Sorry,” said Amelia, reddening. “I’m not a Mage, so I didn’t realize it was rude to ask about it.”

      The mistress waved one shapely hand in a dismissive gesture.

      “No matter,” she said. “I’ll let it pass. Let’s just say that a long time ago—a very long time ago, so it seems to me—I trained to be a soldier in the Kingdom’s army. On that particular path of my life, I met a rather exquisite older woman who could enchant items so small you could barely see them.”

      “I had no idea you were in the army!” said Veronica. “Why did you give it up?”

      “Let’s just say the military life was not suited to my tastes.”

      “Do you think we should ask her about the prophecy?” Amelia whispered to me. “She seems to know a lot; maybe she has some ideas?”

      I suddenly remembered the prophecy inside her spellbook.

      “Excuse me for a minute,” I said to the others before I went to retrieve Amelia’s spellbook. When I returned to the group, I opened the book to the first page and held it out for Mistress Blossom and Jacques to see.

      “What’s this?” Jacques asked. “A blank page?”

      I shook my head. “Just watch.” I placed a finger on the page, and the letters started to appear. In a matter of seconds, the letter that spoke of the prophecy appeared.

      “I’ll be damned,” Jacques said. “This is about you?”

      “He’s the only Ink Mage in the world, as far as I know,” Mistress Blossom said. ““I don’t like the sound of a terrible evil, or the High Order of Arcanists, for that matter. I can’t offer much help with prophecies, but I do believe I know someone who might be able to. A seer who lives in the mountains. Unfortunately, I don’t know exactly where she’s located, but I can find out for you.”

      “That would be great,” I said.

      Mistress Blossom smiled at me. “Leave it with me, and I’ll find where the seer is.”

      Just then, Sophie, the barmaid, approached the Mistress. “Should we open the doors to patrons again?”

      “Yes, dear, that’s an excellent idea.” The Mistress turned to us. “Now, it’s been a pleasure to meet you all, but if you’ll excuse me, I have to fix those sappers you beat up. Your beds and dinner are on the house tonight. I’ll send one of the barmaids to take your orders.”

      We thanked the Mistress before she busily hurried off.

      The front doors of the tavern opened, and a crowd of customers bustled in. Judging by the number that immediately swarmed the bar and the tables, I assumed that they’d been waiting by the door during our fight. Obviously, they were accustomed to such occurrences.

      I grabbed my pack, and we all moved over to the big booth that Jacques had been occupying previously. Here, we took our seats. The most glorious smell wafted from the kitchens behind the bar.

      “Now, young William.” Jacques clapped me on the shoulder as we sat down. “We have a lot to discuss. I want to know all the details about how you arrived at this fine establishment.”

      I smiled at my old friend. “I’ll tell you all about it.”
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      With nothing to concern us except getting caught up with each other’s news, we sat and talked while barmaids took our orders and brought our meals, together with another mug of beer each. I ordered the shoulder of pork, which arrived steaming hot and covered in gravy, with potato and cabbage on the side. Amelia and Veronica shared a big plate of local sausages, served with bread and mustard and pickled cucumbers.

      Jacques ordered a schnitzel that overlapped his plate by a significant margin. He claimed that holding discourse with the god of luck consumed so much energy that he required more food. Seemed like an excuse for greed to me, but I had to admit, he could put food away. He’d been able to do that ever since our days in Aranor.

      As we ate, I recounted the events since my escape from the slavers. Jacques listened with interest, but so did Veronica. She had not heard much detail yet about my initial explorations into my magic.

      It was a long tale, and I did not conceal anything. I had grown up under Jacques’s wing, and he was like an older brother to me. I began with the death of Gregory, my foster-father. Jacques, who had known the old man well, shook his head sadly.

      “Poor old bugger,” he said. “That was a good man. An honest, wise, and simple man. The world is poorer without him.”

      “He certainly was,” I said. When I glanced up, I found Veronica looking at me with sympathy and understanding in her gaze. There were tears in her eyes, and she gave a very small nod, as if to say she understood.

      He followed my tale through my sale into slavery, my journey north with the Trollmen, and my escape with Amelia at my side. He raised his eyebrows a couple of times as I told him about our fights with the monsters and our experiments with the tattoos, and chuckled as I mentioned how I had gained my Cold affinity. Veronica seemed slightly aghast at this, having not understood my earlier euphemism about the subject.

      I was relating our first meeting with Veronica when the barmaids brought us an after-dinner sweet of crushed nuts and some kind of red fruit. When they came back to take the dishes away, I was telling Jacques about our encounter with the Arcanist in the square, just before we arrived at the tavern.

      “Ah, yes,” said Jacques, wagging his head sagely as I told of that encounter, “old Maximillian the Arcanist.”

      “What’s he here for?” I asked.

      Jacques gave an elaborate shrug. “Who knows? The Arcanists come here now and again, of course, and they collect taxes from the trading house, and have meetings with the Brightwater Governor. Governor Arnold, that is, do you know him? No? A good fellow, Arnold is, very amenable, very understanding of the challenges a man can face in a new town…” He trailed off, thoughtfully, and I guessed that this Governor Arnold was probably a man whom Jacques was able to bribe. The Governor would, if paid, likely turn a blind eye to tavern brawling, the selling of stolen or illegal goods, and cheating at gambling, all of which would suit Jacques well.

      “You never change, do you, old friend?” I said with a grin.

      He opened his hands and smiled innocently. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      I chuckled under my breath.

      “Anyway,” he continued after a moment, “this Ink Mage business really is something special. To think that something as uncouth as a tattoo could act as a magical vector for a man with an affinity. It’s marvelous, and it opens up a whole new set of possibilities for the uses of Magic in the Kingdom!”

      “You don’t find the tattoos disgusting, then?” put in Amelia.

      Veronica spoke up. “I wondered the same. I’ve traveled in the south of the Kingdom a lot, and tattoos are almost universally detested there. But some of the people in this tavern showed approval when they first saw them, and even the ones who disapproved didn’t seem to care that much.”

      Amelia was nodding to her words.

      “I don’t find them disgusting,” said Jacques, “and I think this far north you’ll find that the tastes of people are a bit different from the southern cities of Aranor and Astros. I’m from the Sunlands originally, of course, and that’s a two-week journey by boat west of the Kingdom. They view things differently there. In the Sunlands, tattoos are considered a mark of beauty. I’ve never heard of the use of Magical tattoos—indeed, magic is seldom used in the Sunlands—but the creation of tattoos is a highly refined art in that land. In Zelin, where I was a boy, behaviors were acceptable that would kill some of you Kingdom prudes dead with shock!”

      Amelia and Veronica were staring at Jacques with wide eyes, lapping up his story. I sat back and smiled, watching him play to his audience of two as he described the brothels and drug-dens, the palaces and pleasure-houses, and all the decadent ways of living which were the norm in Zelin, port capital of the western Sunlands. Jacques was an artist when it came to spinning a tale and even I, who had heard it all before, got caught up in the telling.

      When he finished speaking nostalgically about his home, he sat back thoughtfully for a moment, then returned to my tale.

      “I can’t believe those cheap bastards in the village sold you for a bit of coin, William,” Jacques mused.

      “Well, I suppose you could see it like that,” I said. “But I don’t blame them really. It’s always been hard to get by in that place.”

      “You’re telling me,” Jacques said, his tone indignant. “Aranor consumes a lot and doesn’t really give back to the villages supporting it. I haven’t looked back once since leaving that city. But about those tattoos. You got one of them in Aranor if I’m not wrong. With that girl, what was her name?”

      “Katlyn,” I said. “I gave us both tattoos. It seemed like a fun idea at the time. I had no idea what it would lead to.”

      “Well, maybe you can give me a tattoo when you have some ink spare, old chap.” Jacques reached across the table and clapped my shoulder with a laugh. “I may not have a magical affinity, but the tattoos look pretty smart all the same; they’re growing on me.”

      I laughed too. Jacques got up and went to the bar to order yet another round. The tavern was quite full, and the barmaids were busy with other patrons.

      “I have to say, William,” Jacques began as he returned carrying four full mugs, “I’m glad you escaped from Aranor. That place was never much good, not for someone with potential like you. To think, here you are with me, ready to join the fight for freedom.”

      I chuckled. “You mean the freedom to swindle workers of their earnings to line your pockets?”

      Jacques put his hand on his heart and drew back, head back, eyes closed, making a comical show of being appalled and offended. “You dare suggest such a thing? I don’t just line my pockets. I sometimes help people out with my ill-gotten gains.”

      Everyone laughed at his clowning, and he joined in, pleased as ever with his showmanship.

      “I’m sure you do, Jacques,” I said. “Ever the friend to the underdog. So tell me, how did you end up in Brightwater? What have you been up to since you left Aranor?”

      “Too many things to tell in a night, lad,” he said. “But I went to Astros first. I had to leave Aranor, things had become impossible for me there. The women of the place, they wouldn’t believe that I’d sold my lovemaking abilities to Loku in exchange for good fortune. It caused me all kinds of trouble. Lord’s wives, bar maids, wenches, and washerwomen, noble and commoner alike, everybody wanted some of Jacques. The women themselves were bad enough, but their husbands, fathers, brothers…” He gave a shudder. “Anyway, I needed to lose myself in a crowd, and what better place to do that than the capital city, Astros? I went there directly.”

      “You were in Astros?” said Amelia. “I came from Astros myself. I was raised there and trained as a scholar in the library.”

      “Oh really?” said Jacques with a crooked smile. “So, you’ll know the tower in the east wing of the Great Library? Where they keep the messenger birds?”

      “Yes,” said Amelia, frowning. “It’s one of the highest towers in the whole library complex, and its base forms one of the great corner buttresses.” I kept quiet, wondering what on earth Jacques was leading up to.

      “That’s right,” said Jacques. “And do you know the narrow stairway that runs down through the outer wall from the privy chamber in the tower, down to a little hidden entrance behind a grog shop on the street far below?”

      Amelia shook her head, confused. “No, I didn’t know about that.”

      Jacques sat back in his chair, chuckling. “Neither did anybody else! I discovered it all by myself, I did. That’s the advantage of an observant eye. The little entrance hadn’t been used for decades, but I took a lantern and made my way up, and found myself in the Great Library one night, and no one was any the wiser! I count that as the first real manifestation of Loku’s luck!”

      “What did you do with the knowledge?” asked Amelia suspiciously.

      “Made a living,” Jacques replied, off-handedly. “There are supposed to be over a million volumes in the Great Library. I figured nobody would miss, say two per week, for a year or so.”

      “You stole books from the library?” Amelia was outraged but seemed unable to keep from being impressed at his luck and ingenuity at the same time.

      “A man has to make a living somehow,” he said.

      She shook her head and laughed. “I suppose so,” she said. “And it’s true that nobody ever noticed! Nobody really knows how many books there are in the Great Library.”

      “Well, I spent a year or more there, distributing valuable books and reinvesting my earnings until I was able to open up a little ale house of my own, where men could play cards and take their ease. All went well, but I got a bit too settled, and eventually Loku sent me a message.”

      “And what form did the message take?” I asked.

      He shook his head sadly. “It took the form of Lord Hay, the husband of one of my… patrons in Aranor. He had heard my name and came looking for me, seeking revenge for some imagined slight.”

      “Imagined?” I laughed.

      Jacques dismissed that with a wave of his hand. “Well, whatever. It was time to go anyway. Loku was clearly telling me that I’d gotten too comfortable, and I felt it was time for an adventure. I grabbed my few belongings and all the coin I could carry, borrowed a horse, and set off in the dead of night for Brightwater.”

      “Why Brightwater?”

      He shrugged. “A rough trading town is a good place for a man like me. Plenty to do. Coin to be earned, adventures to be had. And as far from the city life of Astros as it’s possible to be in the Kingdom.”

      “And as far from any jealous husbands,” added Veronica.

      “Wait a minute,” said Amelia, who had been sitting thinking. “I remember a scandal that happened in Astros not long before I left. Lord Hay, I remember his name, he was arrested.”

      “Arrested?” said Jacques, “what for?”

      “He and his men set fire to a tavern one night. He said he was looking for the owner. I remember something else, too, it was strange—on the same night he burned the tavern down, someone broke into the main city stables and stole his horse. It was one of the best horses in the Kingdom, and it was never seen again…”

      Jacques sat silent, listening serenely, a look of polite interest on his face. After a moment, Amelia, Veronica, and I all burst into laughter.

      “Shall we have another drink?” said Jacques, standing. “My round this time.”

      Jacques went back to the bar. My friend was not patient enough to wait for barmaids to serve us. Not long after, he came back with another round of drinks. Jacques raised another toast to our little party and the bright future ahead of us. We set our mugs down after a large swallow of beer.

      Just then, the door beside the bar banged open, and out burst the crowd of sappers we’d fought earlier. Wounds were healed, bruises barely showed anymore, and burns were nothing more than scarred skin. Each one of the sappers had been completely repaired by the Mistress’s magic. Except for Mohawk. He hadn’t fared quite so well. His mohawk was nothing more than wispy tufts of scorched hair.

      The Mistress seemed quite capable of healing all kinds of wounds, so I wondered whether she’d left Mohawk’s hair like that on purpose. I would have to ask her more about her abilities; she seemed to possess incredible power.

      The Mistress appeared behind them. “Out, all of you.” She began shooing them out from behind.

      Mohawk stuck his hand to his head. “You didn’t fix my hair!”

      Mistress Blossom shrugged. “Fixing your hair was never in the agreement; it’s not a service this tavern offers. Now out, I don’t want to say it again.”

      She stuck her heeled boot out and shoved Mohawk in the ass, making him stumble forward. “And don’t come back. Well, not until tomorrow evening, anyway.”

      With a series of grumbles and sour looks, the sappers all made their way out the front door. Mistress Blossom dusted her hands off and turned back toward the bar.

      As she walked back, she turned her head and spied our booth. “Sophie, dear,” she called out. “Would you be a darling and keep looking after the bar for me? I have some other business to attend to.”

      “Of course, ma’am.” Sophie smiled and continued serving beers behind the bar, as Mistress Blossom walked toward our table.

      “I do apologize for my absence,” the Mistress said as she walked up to our table and leaned against it with her elbows, pressing her voluptuous breasts against the seams of her dress. “I have to consistently offer these services to the scumbags as well as the good customers. Business wouldn’t be the same without them.”

      “Not at all, Mistress Blossom,” Jacques replied with a wave of his hand. “We’ve been amply entertained in your absence. William and I are old friends, and we had some catching up to do. Please, sit down and join us.” He patted the bench next to him.

      “Actually,” Mistress Blossom began as she fixed me with a stare. “I had something else in mind.”

      I felt myself involuntarily grow hard as she stared at me. What did she have in mind? She was an attractive woman, I wouldn’t deny that, but this was all a little sudden. It was a different matter with Amelia and Katlyn; I had a close bond with them. But I wasn’t about to whore myself out.

      “I want to see you draw a tattoo,” the Mistress said.

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Mistress Blossom narrowed her eyes. “What else would I have meant?” She put her hand to mouth and gasped, exaggeratedly, her eyes wide. “My, you do have a dirty mind. I can’t believe you would insinuate such things.”

      Jacques and Veronica burst out laughing. I felt my cheeks prickle with heat.

      “Of course, I’ve nothing against a bit of a romp, but I see you’re already taken.” Mistress Blossom indicated Amelia, next to me. “No, the only thing I want you to show me right now is the tattoos you can draw. I have some Beast Cores, so you wouldn’t have to use your own. I’ve been saving them for a special purpose for a long time.”

      “What affinity are they?” I asked.

      “They are the Nature affinity, the affinity which allows the Mage to cast spells of growth and renewal. My affinity.”

      “Nature affinity Cores?” Amelia said excitedly. “They’re very rare!”

      “As is the Nature affinity,” Veronica put in.

      The Mistress looked at me. “If you can give me a tattoo like the ones I already use, I’m sure I can work out how to power them, just like I do with these stockings already.”

      I thought for a moment. I’d only ever drawn a tattoo on myself, Amelia, and Katlyn. But Mistress Blossom had an affinity, and she said she had the right Beast Cores. It was an exciting opportunity.

      “I can do it,” I said. “If you can give me the design, I’ll be able to replicate it.”

      “That won’t be a problem. Let’s go then,” the Mistress said as she stood up to leave.

      I was surprised. Of course, it probably did make more sense not to perform this in front of a crowd of strangers, but what did the Mistress have in mind?

      “Uh, go where?” I asked.

      “Silly me.” Mistress Blossom slapped her forehead. “I should have explained. We’ll go to my dungeon.”

      “Dungeon?” I asked, feeling unsure.

      She laughed. “Did I say dungeon? I meant to say cellar. I call it my dungeon among my special friends.” She gave me another look that made my balls ache. “We will be undisturbed there. Please, follow me.”
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      I stood, lifting my pack which contained Amelia’s spellbook and slinging it over my shoulder. Amelia, Veronica, and Jacques all fell in behind me as I followed Mistress Blossom toward a door out of the back of the bar. I was excited about the prospect of using my Ink Mage abilities to give her a new tattoo.

      “Sophie,” Mistress Blossom said to the barmaid in a quiet voice, “do make sure we are undisturbed, would you? We’re going to the dungeon.” She whispered the last bit to the barmaid, who nodded confidentially.

      The Mistress opened the door behind the bar and led us into the hallway to the kitchens. The hallway was quite clean and bare, and the sound of the noisy bar quietened as the door swung closed again. The walls were made of the same wood as the rest of the tavern, but there were only a couple of candles in sconces, lighting the way for kitchen staff bringing meals out to the guests.

      The only decoration was the skull of a boar on the wall, mounted at shoulder height. The boar must have been a magical monster when it was alive, because my Elemental Sensitivity was drawn to the bones. Mistress Blossom stopped in front of the boar’s skull.

      “What are we doing in the middle of the hallway?” Amelia asked.

      “Just you wait and see,” Jacques interrupted before the Mistress could respond.

      “How do you know what we’re doing here, Jacques?” I asked. “Just what kind of relationship do you have with Mistress Blossom?”

      “A close one,” Jacques said.

      Amelia smiled. “Is that so?”

      “Not the kind you’re thinking of. Don’t forget, the little fellow downstairs doesn’t work.” Jacques laughed.

      “Quiet, all of you,” the Mistress muttered. “I need to concentrate.”

      She put her hands on the giant tusks of the boar skull and pulled it gently toward her. There was a clicking sound, like gears working, and the skull came out from the wall a short way. It was mounted on a polished, circular wooden beam, reaching back into the wall.

      Mistress Blossom used the tusks to rotate the skull to the left. Then she rotated it to the right. I heard another click, then a rumbling in the wall behind. She rotated the skull back to the left again, carefully, as if she knew exactly how far to turn it.

      This time, she turned it further. I heard a loud thump in the wall, then there was a rumbling and clacking and the outline of a doorway appeared as a section of the wall drew backward into the recess, leaving a gap wide enough to pass through.

      The Mistress stepped to the side and extended a hand. “Please, be my guests.”

      I could see steps leading down into the gloom. Mistress Blossom took a candle from just inside the stairway and lit it at one of the nearby sconces. She handed the candle to Jacques, who proceeded down the steps.

      I thought it seemed a bit foolish going into the underground cellar of a woman we’d only just met, but Jacques had indicated that he already knew the cellar, and he hadn’t hesitated to go inside, so I assumed it would be safe for us as well. I let Amelia and Veronica follow Jacques. I took up the rear, with Mistress Blossom behind me. As we descended the stairway, I heard a rumble as the door closed behind us, sealing up the wall again.

      After we reached the bottom of the steps, we waited as Mistress Blossom lit candles in sconces around the room.

      “Oh, fiddlesticks,” she said. “The candle went out; I’ll have to light it from the sconce again.”

      “I can help out with that,” I said, producing a low flame on my finger.

      The Mistress laughed. “Why, of course you can.”

      There was enough light for me to see that there were many sconces in the walls. I went around the walls and lit the fat, stubby, white candles.

      As I went around the wide room lighting the candles, I inspected what was there. As the candlelight brightened, it cast flickering shadows over all the equipment around the sides of the room, which was about twenty yards by ten yards. Not a huge room, but pretty large for an underground cellar.

      Several benches and low tables lined the walls. Two of the tables featured elaborate candelabra. I went over to light the candles in the candelabra. Weapons, armor, and other gear lay on the tables, or hung on the walls above them. I flicked my thumb against the edge of an axe on one of the tables. Totally blunt.

      Other assorted equipment lay on other tables at one end of the room. I couldn’t say from this distance exactly what it was, but it looked a bit flimsy to be armor. I noticed some lewd artwork on the walls in the spaces between the weapons as well.

      “What’s this room for?” Amelia asked.

      “Judging by the weapons and armor,” I replied, “I would say it was for training. The weapons aren’t sharp, and some of them are made of wood.”

      “You have a good eye, William,” Mistress Blossom said. “Welcome to my training chamber.”

      Up against one of the walls were a series of wooden frames that looked like they would be used for vaulting over or holding one’s weight on. There were some dummies and other targets with arrows sticking out as well. The room wasn’t large, but 20 yards would still be long enough to practice short range accuracy.

      Veronica walked over to the table at the end with the other equipment. There were all sorts of leather items there. There were a few pieces that might have served for rudimentary armor, but most looked more ornamental than practical.

      Veronica held up a whip and used it to gesture at some of the other items on the table. “And what is all this equipment for? It doesn’t look like it’s used for fight training.”

      “But my dear, I never said this room was just for fight training. It’s just possible that we train in other skills down here as well.”

      “I see.” Veronica raised an eyebrow. “Skills like the ones depicted in this artwork?”

      Now that Veronica pointed them out, I noticed that the paintings were all of Mistress Blossom herself. Some of the positions she was holding in the paintings didn’t seem anatomically possible.

      “I have some ... diverse interests. Now, if you don’t appreciate the decor in my cellar, you can always leave, but I for one, am eager to see some tattoos being drawn.”

      “On the contrary,” Jacques cut in. “The decor here is splendid, Mistress Blossom. It really is a very charming room.”

      Charming wasn’t quite the word I would have chosen, but for all that it wasn’t unpleasant. The erotic art on the walls was pretty sexy, and the thought of what this buxom, attractive mistress got up to in this room was making me hard. I glanced at the women and realized that there was a similar look in both of their faces as they looked at the leather gear and other toys which lay around the room. Jacques stood back a way, his arms crossed over his chest and a knowing look on his face

      “It certainly is a pleasant space. I like the decor very much,” I said, and Veronica and Amelia murmured their agreement.

      “Well thank you,” the Mistress replied. “It took a lot of effort.”

      “I can see that,” I said. “Now, I’m going to be drawing a tattoo for you. Let’s get set up.”

      “Of course,” the Mistress said. She bustled over to the table where Veronica had been inspecting her leather equipment. The wooden table had a couple of drawers just below the tabletop. Mistress Blossom rummaged around inside one of the drawers before making a small exclamation of triumph.

      She turned around with a small wooden box in her hand. “Here they are!”

      She flipped open the lid for us all to see. Inside were two small Nature Cores, slightly larger than the Cold and Fire Cores I’d handled previously. They were dark green, the color of summer leaves in full bloom.

      I felt the familiar tugging sensation in my mind and in my Mana pool, as all my Mana was attracted to these potent Cores. When I reached out a hand to touch them, Mana surged along my arm and into my fingers. As I touched the hard, slick outer shell of one of the Cores, the surface of the Core glowed. A flash of light went through the liquid inside, luminescent like the glow of fireflies behind a pane of green glass.

      Amelia and Veronica gasped as they saw it, and the Mistress’ grip on the wooden box shook slightly as she clutched it in awe.

      “Well I’ll be,” Jacques said. “That’s some fancy magic you’ve got going on there, lad.”

      “The Cores themselves seem to be responding to you, William,” Amelia said.

      “That hasn’t happened before,” I mused. “Perhaps it’s because my power is increasing with use.”

      “That would make sense,” said Amelia. She was a well-read scholar, so I trusted her opinion. I would have to watch for more effects as my powers increased with use.

      “What kind of creatures did these Cores come from?” I asked Mistress Blossom.

      “They came from centaurs,” she replied. Her expression was a little sad. “They were such noble creatures, hunted at a time when the people of Brightwater attacked anything that moved. They knew no restraint back in those days.”

      “It would seem that they now have too much restraint,” Amelia commented. “Now the people have to hire outsiders to hunt the monsters in the wild.” She gestured to indicate Veronica. “Monsters are supposed to only be found in the mines these days, but now the problem has grown so big that word of trouble reached Astros.”

      Mistress Blossom nodded. “It’s hard to find a balance, isn’t it? Ruthless savages hunt all the Beasts out of existence, then compassionate souls preach restraint, then everyone stops hunting and grows soft.”

      “And then the Arcanists move in to preach about moral corruption,” Veronica added. “Blaming breaches of their purity laws for our misfortunes. They use scapegoats like tattoo artists to shift the guilt.”

      I started. I hadn’t expected to hear an opinion like that from Veronica. She must have been doing some thinking. I would have to ask her more about that later.

      “How did you get those Cores?” I asked the Mistress.

      “I saved them when some of the last centaurs were killed,” she replied. “Centaurs are sentient Beasts; I didn’t think it was right to let their Cores be sold for profit or left to rot.”

      “You were right to do that,” Amelia said. “Centaurs and other sentient Beasts have especially powerful Cores. It’s a waste to simply consume their ink in the manufacture of weapons. I’ve read about the applications of the Cores of sentient Beasts before, and they can be very powerful.”

      “What sort of applications do they have?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, the details were vague,” Amelia said. “The Cores haven’t had other uses for many centuries, since the Arcanists have a virtual monopoly on the trade of Cores. It’d be interesting to learn more about that.”

      “I wonder what effect a sentient Core will have when I use it to draw a tattoo? Will it be more powerful?” I asked aloud.

      “Well, there’s one way to find out.” said Mistress Blossom. “I’m more than happy to put these Cores to use in a tattoo. I always felt that they deserved a special purpose. In a way, I feel as if they represent this house.” She gestured above her head to indicate the tavern. “Centaurs are sentient creatures, with a deep connection to nature. And this house is built on the earth, entirely out of wood, and provides a natural and wholesome product to the children of men. The parallels are very meaningful to me.”

      We paused in silence a moment to consider her words. I was more interested in practical matters than philosophical ones, so I waited a while until I figured everyone had chewed on the Mistress’s words for long enough.

      “What sort of tattoo do you want, then?” I asked, at length.

      “Well now, that is an exciting question.” Mistress Blossom’s eyes lit up. “I would love it if you can replicate the rune from my stockings. They are getting rather worn through, and will start to lose their power before long.”

      I peered at her stockings. Each thread was thin, with a tiny design woven into it. “The runes are very small. I’m not sure I could replicate them without errors.”

      “I can draw them,” the Mistress said. “I remember the design perfectly.” She held up her hand as Amelia was about to speak. “I know. It must be perfect. Have no fear; I could never forget this design—it is what has made this whole tavern possible for me.”

      She left the box with the Beast Cores in it on a bench next to us before she hurried back over to the table at the end of the room. After searching in one of the drawers for a moment, she returned with a stick of charcoal in one hand and a towel in the other. She’d wrapped the charcoal in a length of cloth to keep her hand clean, and the end stuck out like the nib of a pen.

      “I can draw the design on the floor here for you,” she said as she laid the towel on the ground and sat on it.

      “You can draw it that well?” I asked.

      “I have some experience drawing,” the Mistress replied. “I was taught by a former lover, the same one who produced the, uh ... artwork on the walls.” With a gesture, she indicated all the lewd paintings of herself. Her former lover really must have been quite talented. The realism was impressive.

      Mistress Blossom began to draw. She worked in quick, short strokes, dragging the charcoal across the hard, smooth flagstones. Short strokes joined to form longer lines while smooth curves formed elegant shapes.

      “There, all done,” she said after a few minutes. She sat back so we could all see.

      The design we saw clearly represented a heap of earth, with a spray of flowers emerging. The flowers were drawn with such vigor, their lines filled with such energy, it looked as if they were actively bursting from the earth.

      “And this is what allows you to cast the spell that repaired the tavern?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” Mistress Blossom replied. “It was specially etched onto this clothing for me, by a tailor I’d become acquainted with while I was in the army.” She plucked at the fabric of her stockings as she mentioned them.

      “Did he design that rune himself?” Amelia asked.

      “No, certainly not. I’m not aware of anyone with that power,” the Mistress said. “The original design was meant to produce poison plants from the earth. He simply removed the poison symbol for me.”

      “What exactly does the rune allow you to do?” Amelia asked.

      “Many things. It’s a very versatile rune,” Mistress Blossom replied. “I can use it to send nature energy into wood and other substances to restore them to their original shape.”

      “And the healing?” Veronica asked. “Is that spell connected to this rune?”

      “It is. Humans are, after all, a kind of animal, are they not? I can use my Mana to heal their injuries as well.”

      “Remarkable,” Jacques murmured. “I never knew the details of how that worked.”

      “Does it require a lot of Mana?” Amelia asked. “I would suspect such a powerful spell would expend an incredible amount of Mana.”

      “It does,” the Mistress answered. “I began my magical training over twenty years ago, but I was only capable of casting the spell in its entirety last year. Before then, I could do some minor healing, but my Mana was not enough to cast the spell in its entirety.”

      “That’s something worth keeping in mind,” I said, mostly for the benefit of Amelia. “We need to ensure I don’t draw any tattoos where the Mana cost is beyond our abilities to cast. It would make the tattoos practically useless for a good while.”

      “That’s an excellent point, William,” Amelia said.

      “It’s the sort of knowledge a Mage learns rather early in their schooling,” Mistress Blossom said. “Never purchase a vector with a spell that you cannot cast. Many Mages have found their coin purses empty, with a practically useless vector, and don’t have the coin to purchase one with a lesser spell.”

      “They couldn’t just sell it and buy another one?” I asked.

      The Mistress laughed. “That would be like selling one of these after it already had an owner.” She lifted a small wooden baton, wrapped in soft leather. It was in the shape of a cock, so it didn’t take me long to determine its purpose.

      Both Veronica and Amelia blushed when the Mistress brandished the pleasure toy, but Jacques simply burst into laughter.

      “That sense of ownership makes sense,” I said with as much seriousness as I could muster. “A mage’s vector is a very personal item.”

      “Yes,” Mistress Blossom said, “very personal.”

      “Well, thanks for answering my questions,” I said. “How about you show me where you want this tattoo?”

      Mistress Blossom smiled coyly. “I had in mind a special place for a design that means so much to me.”

      She placed a hand just above the mound of her sex.

      “Can you draw it here?”

      I raised my eyebrows at her, and she smiled.

      Jacques roared with laughter and clapped me on the back. “This talent of yours brings its perks with it, doesn’t it, lad?”

      “I probably can draw it there,” I said. “But it will probably hurt quite a bit drawing it on such sensitive skin.” I’d have to avoid my attention wandering and staring at the Mistress’s sex, but I was sure I could manage if I focused.

      Mistress Blossom looked directly at me. “The more the better, my dear,” she said in a husky voice as she bit her lower lip.

      “As you wish. You’ll need to lie back somewhere comfortable.”

      She climbed up onto one of the tables and sat, leaning back against the wall. Then, with brazen confidence, she slipped off her short skirt and let it fall to the floor. I gasped. She wasn’t wearing any underwear. She lay back and opened her legs to allow me access to the space below her navel. With her long legs clad in their purple stockings, her flat belly and her cleanly-shaven sex, she was a beautiful sight. Her face was set in an expression of desire, and she bit her lower lip as she anticipated what was about to happen. The look in her eyes was sultry.

      I took a deep breath and drew my tattooing dagger, then dragged a low stool over to the bench, placing it where I could see the charcoal design on the floor. I felt myself growing hard at the sight of her. She was obviously getting pleasure from this, so I figured there was no shame in my enjoying it too. I smiled at her and shifted a little; my stiffening cock pressed against my trousers. I met Mistress Blossom’s eyes as I reached down to adjust myself and get comfortable, and she smiled and laughed.

      “Let’s get started,” I said.

      Amelia, seeming somewhat excited herself by the prospect of the prone and obviously aroused Mistress, held the green Nature Core as I sterilized the tattooing dagger with a controlled burst of flame. Then I found the soft spot in the Core and punched the dagger through. There was a strong pull on my Mana, and I saw the ink flow up into the dagger’s Ink Well. A sudden realization struck me. It wasn’t just the dagger that drew the ink up through the hollow tip. This was my Ink Mage power, my control over the ink. That was a very satisfying connection to make.

      I looked at the flowers. For such an intricate design, I was glad for the fine tip of the tattooing dagger.

      I placed my hands against the soft skin between the mound of Mistress Blossom’s sex and her navel and prepared to make the first pin prick. Already I could feel the comfortable, trance-like state which accompanied the tattooing process. I felt very calm. The ink was in the dagger, and my Mana was poised to flow and help me bring the tattoo out. At this moment, I felt every inch an Ink Mage.

      I pressed the tip of the knife against the skin.

      “This will hurt a bit,” I said. “Let me know if it’s too much.” I pushed harder, until the point pierced the skin.

      The Mistress moaned softly.

      “Too much pain?” I asked.

      “Never; it’s delicious.”

      I was leaning over in my stool, my face close to Mistress Blossom’s sex. I could smell the sweetness of her arousal. Was she legitimately aroused by the pain of being tattooed? It certainly seemed that way, and the thought only made me grow harder. I’d heard of people finding controlled pain somehow pleasurable, and from the strange paraphernalia inside this room—whips and canes and such—I suspected the Mistress was such a woman.

      “Please, don’t stop.” Mistress Blossom had her eyes closed and a look of pleasure on her face.

      I shrugged and kept going. This design took longer to draw than the previous ones I’d done, as it was more detailed and larger. I inscribed the shape of the mound of earth above the shaved hairline of her own mound, up toward the navel. Closely following the design on the floor, I worked upward toward the navel, bringing in the stems and eventually the petals of the flowers.

      As I worked, I was more aware of my intimate control over the ink than I had ever been before. Each prick of the skin served to put the ink in place, but it was with my magic that I drew the intricate details of the design. The room was very quiet now, the only sound was the Mistress breathing steadily, moaning with pleasure every now and again.

      Now that I was deep into the process of drawing a tattoo, thoughts of my proximity to her sex faded to the back of my mind, although she continued moaning occasionally as I worked. Amelia sat near me, holding the Core, and I stopped my work every now and again to dip the tip of the dagger in and draw up more ink. When I looked up and met her eyes, she flashed me a confidential smile.

      At last, I guided the ink into the very last point of the drawing. Mistress Blossom opened her eyes and looked down at the design, then she gasped.

      “My Mana pool!” she said. “I can feel it being drawn to the tattoo!”

      Green light flickered through the whole design, as if there was green fire behind it. Mistress Blossom gasped. Then, suddenly, it lit up brightly, bathing our faces in a bright light that flashed between white, green, yellow, and red, like the leaves of a tree changing through the seasons. The Mistress threw back her head and cried out in pleasure. She put her hand to the tattoo as the light faded.

      “It’s completely healed,” she said in amazement as she sat up, her dark hair tousled around her head.

      “That’s part of the magic,” I said, standing up and stretching. “When you have the affinity, an elemental tattoo will heal itself completely once it’s done.”

      “Oh, that was simply delightful,” she said as she sat up and pulled on her skirt again. “We must do that again sometime. The way the knife tickles against the flesh is heavenly.”

      I laughed. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. Do you like the tattoo?”

      Mistress Blossom bent forward to examine her new ink. The flowing designs of the tattoo stood out against the skin of her flat belly, filling the space below her navel. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “A fitting way to honor the memory of those noble centaurs.”

      “The patrons in the tavern will see that, you know,” I said.

      “I will wear it proudly,” Mistress Blossom replied. “I’m only sorry it’s not more obvious. You don’t think you could add some other colors to the tattoo?”

      I shook my head. “I’m afraid I can only use ink from one type of element for the design. I have no idea what would happen if I tried to combine more than one color together in one tattoo.” I stopped as I said this and turned to look at Amelia. “I definitely have to try that out.”

      She laughed. “Yes, you will have to try it. I’m not sure what requirements it would involve though, and it could be dangerous. We will have to wait until I can find out some more information on this topic.”

      “Well, go on then,” Jacques interrupted. “Are you going to stand around talking all day, or are you going to test the new tattoo?”

      Mistress Blossom looked at me expectantly, hopefully. “What do I need to do?”

      “You will need to channel your Mana directly into the tattoo,” I said. “This may take some time for you to learn. I haven’t had to teach a Mage how to do it before.”

      I’d taught Amelia how to channel her Mana since I’d given her a tattoo, but I wasn’t sure whether it would be easier or harder for a Mage. I knew a Mage didn’t directly manipulate their Mana, relying on item vectors to do the channeling instead, so I assumed the Mistress might have difficulty when using a tattoo for the first time.

      “Don’t you worry about that,” the Mistress interrupted me. “I’ve been doing that for a long time now.”

      “You have?” I asked.

      “Of course. That’s how I use the spell I already have. You may not have noticed, but I didn’t have to perform any special movements or incantations to use my spell earlier when I repaired the tavern.”

      “Remarkable,” Amelia marveled. “How did you come to learn this skill?”

      “The knowledge required to manipulate Mana is an ancient art,” the Mistress explained. “This is how Mages always used to perform their craft. They only stopped doing this, and made it all dependent on their items, because the Arcanists wanted to ensure that no one could engage in unlawful experimentation.”

      “Of course,” Amelia said. “I can see how that would be the case. I have read about differences in the way Mages used to perform magic, but I didn’t understand what I was reading. Too much information has been buried over the centuries.”

      “And how did you come to acquire this knowledge?” Veronica asked. I knew she would be interested, since she’d explained to us what she had to do to cast her own spells. This knowledge could change the way magic was used significantly. This was the knowledge required to channel magic to vectors at will, without the need for special movements or specific magic words.

      “That’s a long story for another day,” the Mistress said. “I have to try out my new ability now.”

      She stood still for a moment and looked around. “I almost forgot. I need something to work on. Jacques, dear, would you be so kind…”

      “As good as done, ma’am. I would be delighted to smash some furniture for you.”

      “You are so kind, Jacques.” The Mistress batted her eyelids at Jacques as he took a heavy hammer from where it hung and proceeded to smash two of the benches by the wall. The wood splintered with a crash.

      Jacques stepped back to watch. Amelia and Veronica got to their feet, not daring to say a word.

      “Do you need to touch the benches to repair them magically?” I asked.

      The Mistress shook her head. “The earth here is special. I gathered many different kinds of plants and allowed them to die and decompose into the soil here, before building the tavern above. The earth is so full of life, it serves to magnify my Mana. This spell can find anything sitting in this place that comes from the earth and restore it.”

      “That didn’t work for the sappers that you healed, though,” I said.

      “That’s right, for animals and humans I do need to touch them to heal them. The Mana expense would be far too high otherwise. But enough talk; I shall begin.”

      First, she removed her stockings, baring the smooth skin of her long legs. “I don’t want to be using the runes on these by mistake. It’s tattoos only from now on!”

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. I waited a moment, hardly daring to breath myself. Would it work? Or had I made some mistake that might end with the Mistress exploding and pieces of her showering me and my friends?

      But I need not have worried. A moment later, the tattoo lit up, shining brightly into the dim room and lighting up our faces as we watched. Then, just as before, we saw Mana pulsing out into the ground beneath us, coming from around the Mistress’s feet. The Mana swept out in glowing rings that shimmered across the floor toward the broken bench.

      The wooden benches knitted themselves back together, glowing green as they did so. The joins were so neat that we couldn’t see where the cracks had been. The benches grew back together and stood upright, just as the tables and benches in the tavern had done.

      Just as the work was complete, a last pulse of Mana flashed through the furniture that had been broken, and a few small leaves and flowers burst up from the surface of the wood.

      Amelia gasped. The Mistress stared with a look of surprise.

      “That’s new,” Jacques commented.

      “How did that happen?” I asked. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “It’s beautiful,” said Veronica, as she walked over to look more closely. “Is it possible that the tattoo is more effective than the item you were using before?” she asked Mistress Blossom. “Perhaps something to do with using the ink from a centaur rather than a regular Nature Beast?”

      “I suppose it might be possible,” she said. “What do you think?” She turned to look at me.

      I shrugged. “Could be. This is new territory for me.”

      “Well, thank you, William,” the Mistress said to me. “This is a beautiful gift. Turns out it’s good to have an Ink Mage about the place.”

      “I’m glad I could help,” I said.

      “A fine job you did there, lad.” Jacques clapped me on the shoulder. “What say we head upstairs for another beer?”

      Amelia and I began to move that way. I looked at Veronica, who was standing still. “Aren’t you coming up to join us, Veronica?”

      Veronica’s face was pale. “I, uh, I was wondering,” she stammered. She shuffled her feet and looked down.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked.

      “Do you think you could give me a tattoo as well?” Veronica blurted out in a rush.

      I laughed.

      Veronica went red. “Forget it; it’s a silly idea.”

      I walked over to her and put my hand on her shoulder. Her back was tight, and she almost seemed to be quivering.

      “I would love to do that for you, Veronica,” I said.

      “Really?” she asked, her eyes wide.

      “Of course I would,” I said. “You deserve one. You’ve already fought by my side twice now. It would be an honor to give you this gift.”

      Veronica sighed. “This is hard for me.”

      “What makes it so hard?” I asked.

      “I’m a Mage, and I’m proud of that. I use vectors for magic and I’m good at it, but...” she hesitated, unable to continue.

      “You’ve worked hard to become a Mage,” Amelia commented, her eyes filled with sympathy. “You’ve had to teach yourself everything to get to where you are, haven’t you?”

      Veronica nodded.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ve had to teach myself everything so far too. With this power, you will become a Rune Sorcerer, as well as a Vector Mage. Don’t think of the tattoo as supplanting your hard-won abilities. Think of it as augmenting them.” I put my hand on Veronica’s shoulder. “You are a confident Mage already. You’re brave. I was amazed when I saw that you took on all those monsters in the ruins by yourself.”

      “You were?” Veronica sniffed. “I don’t feel that brave. Sometimes I’m terrified of the people in this town, and the monsters I have to face. I just thought. . . I guess I thought if I had a tattoo like you have, maybe it would make me feel braver.”

      “I would never suggest that Amelia and I were in any way better than you because we can use these abilities without items, but if you want a tattoo, I’m sure we can do it for you. I can’t wait to see what kind of Mage you can become. Now, what sort of tattoo would you like?”
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      Veronica seemed to find new confidence now that she had broken through her resistance to getting a tattoo. It felt great to see her open up a bit, and the supportive relationship which I saw growing between Amelia and Veronica was heartening. I felt that the three of us were growing into a tightly knit team, and Veronica getting a tattoo would deepen that bond between the three of us.

      All that remained was to decide what tattoo we wanted to give her.

      “I don’t have any experience with this sort of thing,” Veronica said, her eyes shining as she looked at me. “I have the spell runes on my ring, skirt, and sword, but they are custom-designed for those vectors. We’ll need something different. What sort of tattoo do you think I could get?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said, taking her hands in mine. I was taking a bit of a risk by holding her hand, but she didn’t shy away. “We’ll make sure it’s a special one, for you.”

      The Mistress and Jacques stood near the stairs, watching the conversation between Amelia, Veronica, and I.

      “I hate to have to say this,” said Amelia. “But it turns out any Lightning Rune you choose will be a special one.”

      “What do you mean?” I turned my head to look at Amelia.

      “Well,” she said, “Lightning Runes are the most intricate ones out there, and therefore the items which use them are the most expensive. That’s one of the reasons Lightning Mages are less common than the Mages who start out with other affinities. It’s harder to gain entry, even when you have the affinity.”

      “That’s true,” said Veronica. “I did have to pay a lot for my starting equipment, and the test to gain entry to the training was difficult.”

      “I don’t see how any of this affects the tattooing process,” I asked. “Can’t we just take a rune from your spellbook?”

      “The thing is, there are no Lightning Runes in my book,” Amelia said reluctantly, pointing to the book sitting on the bench next to her. She shrugged her shoulders, helplessly. “My book is just basic elemental runes and foundational principles. Lightning magic is much more advanced and complex; even a basic rune would be in a level 2 book.”

      Veronica squeezed my hands harder. “Does that mean you can’t give me a tattoo?”

      I looked her in the eyes. Tears stood there. “I wouldn’t want to attempt it without a proper design.” I turned to Amelia. “You’re certain there’s nothing we can do?”

      “Veronica has a Lightning affinity, and you have a Lightning Beast Core, but without the design, you can’t do anything. I’m sorry.” Amelia gave Veronica a sympathetic look.

      Veronica blinked several times and took a few deep breaths. “I understand. It’s just that, after seeing how confidently you and Amelia went into battle, without even needing weapons, I just... I wanted to be more like you.”

      “Surely there’s something you can do,” Mistress Blossom said, coming forward with a look of concern. She looked around at us, but nobody could find anything to say.

      

      “Oh, hell,” Jacques burst out as I was trying to think of something to say. He put his hand to his trousers pocket and fiddled with the button for a moment, before pulling out a crinkled sheet of parchment.

      “I was going to sell this for beer money,” he said. “But it seems like you need it more than I do.” He handed the sheet to Veronica and me.

      I took the sheet of parchment, uncrumpled it, and glanced over what was written. Even though I couldn’t read the words that were written there, I could see that most of the page was covered with a drawing of a symbol. It looked a lot like a Lightning Rune.

      Veronica wiped at her eyes. “What is it, Jacques?” she asked.

      Jacques shuffled his feet and glanced at Amelia. “Well, you know how I mentioned I spent some time poaching books from the Royal Library?”

      “Yes, I remember that,” Amelia said in a slightly frosty tone.

      “Let’s just say I worked out that selling the individual pages could make me more than selling a whole book all at once. And this is the last page left for me to sell.”

      “You bastard!” Amelia exclaimed and raised a fist. “You defiled a book like that?”

      Jacques looked at me, petrified. I shrugged. He may have been my friend, but that didn’t mean I was going to defend him from Amelia for theft and destruction of property.

      Amelia landed a punch on Jacques’ arm.

      “Ow!” he cried, rubbing his arm. “There’s no need to go all warrior librarian on me; the deed’s already done.”

      “Hmph,” Amelia sighed. “I suppose you’re right. It’s not like we can return the page to the book; as you said, you’ve already sold the rest. This must have been a very advanced spellbook. I guess you’ll have to live with the guilt of destroying such a valuable work of arcane literature.”

      “A fitting punishment,” Jacques said with a mock frown. “How will I live with myself?”

      Amelia didn’t seem to catch his sarcasm; she simply nodded her head distractedly, as though she was pleased Jacques had seen the error of his ways. “What’s on the parchment, William?” she asked. “Oh wait, do you need me to read it?”

      I held it out toward her. “There are some words, but it’s mostly just a picture, and I think it’s a Lightning Rune.”

      Amelia came closer and took the sheet from me, holding it near the light from one of the candelabra to get a closer look. “Yes, that does look like a Lightning Rune.”

      “Oh, Jacques, thank you,” Veronica said. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      “Can you use the rune for Veronica?” Mistress Blossom asked as I handed the sheet to Amelia.

      “I do hope so,” I said, looking at Veronica. “It would be such a shame if you couldn’t get a tattoo.”

      Amelia studied the page for a moment, mouthing words to herself as she read. She looked around at everyone with a smile. “This will work. The design is a basic Lightning Rune. It’s like the flame or the snowflake runes you have, William. It will allow Veronica to generate lightning, but it doesn’t modify the casting in any way. This is the perfect choice for your first tattoo, Veronica.”

      Amelia handed the page back to me. I looked at Veronica. She was beaming.

      “Oh, thank you, William,” Veronica said. Then her face changed, and she looked concerned. “But are you sure it’s not too much to ask you to do it now? You’ve just done one for Mistress Blossom—are you sure you’re not too tired?”

      “Not at all,” I said. “I’m just glad you decided you want a tattoo. Whether you journey further with us on our quest or not, it has been an honor to fight alongside you, and I’m happy to do this for you.”

      “But I do want to join you on your quest, William,” Veronica said. “I have fought alone for too long.”

      Hearing those words warmed my heart. I hadn’t known Veronica for long, but we’d shared a life-threatening battle, and that kind of thing bonded one person to another. There was also the matter of potentially gaining a new affinity should I sleep with Veronica. When Amelia and I had slept together, I had gained a Cold affinity, and I now suspected that I had gained my Fire affinity from my girlfriend Katlyn, who I’d left in Aranor. I wasn’t completely certain that my Ink Mage powers would always work this way but having sex with Veronica would be an excellent way of testing the theory. However, I didn’t want to use her sexually for my own gain. If we ever did make love, it wouldn’t be under false pretenses or because I just wanted to test my magic. It would be our choice, and there would be a deeper basis than just my personal gain.

      I smiled at Veronica. “Well, let’s not waste any more time, then. Let’s have a look at this rune.”

      We all moved back over to the big table, and I laid the design out flat on it as Jacques grabbed the biggest of the candelabra and brought it closer. As I put my hands flat on the table and leaned over the parchment to look at it, the others all gathered around me.

      It was beautiful, and certainly much more complex than anything I’d attempted before. In the center of the page was a blazing ball of amethyst. Bright lines splayed out from the orb, zigzagging out from the center to fill the page. The lines were fine, like thread, dozens of them shooting across the parchment. The page almost seemed to light up, so bright was the color, and so intense the activity of the lightning bolts.

      “That is a very intricate design,” I said. “I can see what you meant about the runes being more expensive, Amelia. It’s going to take a lot of ink to complete this tattoo.”

      “What book did you get this from, Jacques?” Amelia asked, stepping away from the table. “I can’t believe you destroyed it page by page.”

      I turned to watch the two of them. I was also keen to hear the answer.

      “Oh, I can scarcely recall,” Jacques said, off-handedly, then leaped back as Amelia leaped forward and stomped on his foot. “Ow! What was that for?” he exclaimed.

      “Sorry, just seeing if that helped to jog your memory.” She smiled mischievously.

      He had the grace to look a little downcast. “Sorry,” he said stiffly, “I don’t remember much. It had a Lightning Rune on the cover, and the author was someone called… Selwick, I think.”

      “You sure you don’t remember the name?” she asked. I looked around at some of the apparatus hanging from the walls of the Mistress’s cellar. I wouldn’t like to see what would happen if Amelia got a taste for interrogation.

      Jacques seemed to be thinking along the same lines. After a moment, he said stiffly, “I believe the name of the book, carved on a leather cover that I gambled away some time ago, was something like ’Beasts, Spells, and Items for Intermediate Mages,’ by Arcanist Selwick.”

      Amelia gritted her teeth and waved her heavy spellbook at him. “That’s the volume after this book. I always wondered why I couldn’t find a copy in the library.” She menaced him with her book, and he stepped back.

      She stared levelly at him for a moment. “Well, I hope you got a good price for the pages?” she asked, and there was a glint in her eyes.

      “A fair price, nothing special,” he said. Then, catching the look in her eye, he asked sharply, “What do you mean?”

      She leaned closer to him, enunciating her words very carefully. “It… was… priceless. If you’d known what you were doing, you could have walked up to the front gate and sold it right back to the library. They would never have known it was their own copy, and before they realized what they had done, they’d have bought it from you for enough coin that you would never have had to work again.”

      There was a moment of silence, then everyone in the room burst into laughter at Jacques’ look of utter horror.

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, don’t worry too much, Jacques,” I said. “If it hadn’t been for your choices, you’d never have been able to help us out now! You’re doing a great deed, and once we’re done with the page, you can have it back and sell it on for beer money, just like you planned. Looks like Loku was smiling on us this time.”

      Jacques grumbled incoherently and stomped about with his hands in his pockets.

      Amelia was glaring at him.

      After a moment, he looked resentfully at Amelia. “My apologies,” he said. The look on his face told me that the apology had not come easily to his lips.

      “Well, it’s too late now.” Amelia sighed.

      “It certainly is,” he said regretfully, and I guessed he was thinking about his missed fortune more than the intrinsic value of the spellbook. Well, that was certainly a punishment that would go to his heart.

      “Enough of this,” said Mistress Blossom. “Will you be able to draw this tattoo for Veronica?”

      While I had been watching Amelia and Jacques, Mistress Blossom had been leaning over the design with Veronica. Now, I turned back and looked at the parchment with them, and Amelia joined me. Jacques wandered off to the other end of the room.

      “I can draw the design,” I said. “But I won’t be able to do it on the wrist. The design is too big and detailed for that.”

      “Where can you put it?” Veronica asked.

      “It needs to be much larger, otherwise I can’t guarantee that the lines will be accurate.”

      “Could you do it on my back?” Veronica asked. “I would like it there; it would feel like a protection to me.”

      “Yes, that would be a large enough area.”

      “Will the tattoo still work the same on Veronica’s back?” Amelia asked.

      “I have as much idea as you do,” I said. “I don’t see why not, but I haven’t tried tattoos on other body parts before. Other than on Mistress Blossom’s. . . uh, lower stomach. We don’t know exactly what this tattoo does, anyway.”

      “If it’s anything like the other tattoos we have,” Amelia responded, “It should be the base rune. As it is, it should simply allow her to generate lightning on her hands. But if you were to add a spear augmentation, Veronica would be able to throw lightning projectiles.”

      “I don’t think I would be comfortable trying any augmentations right now,” I said. “Not until we’re certain the base rune works as it should. One thing at a time.”

      Veronica nodded, her eyes wide.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, laying my hand on hers. “I would never try anything that might put you in danger.”

      She smiled and grasped my hand. “Thank you, William. Very well, shall we begin?”

      “Yes, let’s,” I said. “It will be best if you lie down.”

      “Sit yourself there, dear.” Mistress Blossom pointed to one of the benches. “Let me just get you a towel to lay your head on.”

      Veronica sat down, removed her leather breastplate, then began undoing the straps holding her tunic together at the back. It didn’t seem as practical having a tunic that needed to be tied together, but then again, I’d never found women’s clothing very practical. Perhaps this style of tunic was more common where Veronica came from.

      The Mistress came back with a towel and laid it on the bench beside Veronica. “Don’t you worry, that’s one of the clean towels. We never used this for anything ... scandalous.”

      Veronica recoiled.

      “I promise,” the Mistress insisted. “This towel is totally clean.”

      Veronica held it up suspiciously and inspected it. Satisfied, she laid it down again at one end of the bench.

      “Could you help me with these straps, William?” she asked me.

      “Of course,” I said, sitting down beside her. “Amelia, could you grab the Lightning Core from my pack and prepare everything for me?”

      Amelia nodded and fetched the Core. She laid it on the bench near me, with the parchment next to it. After a few tattoos, she was getting to know the routine as well. We worked well together as a good team.

      I untied the straps at the lower back of Veronica’s tunic. Underneath, her olive skin was paler, where it hadn’t been exposed to as much sunlight.

      Veronica slipped the tunic off, revealing the smooth curve of her strong but supple back. A strap was tied together across her shoulder blades, securing a leather garment that concealed her firm round breasts. She laid the tunic on another bench nearby and lay down with her face to the side against the towel.

      “Uh, I’ll need to untie this strap as well,” I said carefully.

      Veronica reddened slightly. “You can do that, as long as I can keep this on at the front.”

      I undid the straps and carefully laid each one to the side. If I looked down, now that the garment was undone, I’d probably be able to see the side of Veronica’s breasts, but I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.

      I sterilized the tip of my tattooing dagger with a small flame from my forefinger, as before, then reached for the Lightning Core. The surface was smooth and slick under my fingers, yet somehow pliable. It was silvery purple in color, and inside the Core I could see a thick violet liquid moving. I felt the end of the Core with one finger, seeking for the thin spot which I knew would be there. When I found it, I raised the sterilized tip of the dagger and carefully punctured the Core. Light flashed and flickered for a moment as the tip of the dagger drew the magical liquid up from the Core into the inkwell, ready to begin the tattoo.

      I could feel a strong pull from the ink, attracting my Mana.

      “Can you sense the Core, Amelia?” I asked.

      Amelia nodded. “After yesterday, I can sense the Cores more clearly. It’s becoming easier to manipulate my Mana too.”

      I looked down at Veronica. “I want to know if you can sense it now, Veronica.” I held the Core not far from her.

      She focused her eyes on it. “I don’t think I can feel anything.”

      “It will be a clear sensation when you feel it,” I said. “It will beckon you, straining your Mana, almost trying to suck it out from you.”

      I held the Core a bit closer to Veronica’s head and tipped it, so she could see the ink moving within it.

      She focused again. We waited in silence, her deep, steady breathing the only sound. Even Jacques, interested in what was going to happen, had come back over to join us.

      Suddenly, Veronica’s eyes widened, and she sucked in a quick breath. “I can feel it. It’s pulling me toward it.” She raised her head slightly. “This is... this is incredible.”

      I handed the Lightning Core back to Amelia to hold for me, took another look at the design on the parchment, and got to work.

      I laid one hand on Veronica’s back. Her muscles were tense.

      “This will hurt a bit,” I said.

      Veronica nodded, her long, straight hair rustling against the coarse fabric of the towel.

      I took a deep breath, reaching for that light trance state that always accompanied the tattooing process. My awareness of my Mana increased and, without me intending it, I felt the Mana slip from my pool to my fingertips, ready to aid me in the tattooing process.

      I placed the dagger against the skin of Veronica’s back and began to work.
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      As soon as I placed the ink-filled dagger to the skin of Veronica’s back, I felt my Mana respond. I punctured the skin, and she gave a little gasp of pain. The ink flowed under her skin, and I guided it with my Mana as I withdrew the needle-thin dagger tip and settled into the rhythmic pricking.

      This was a big, complex design. I would take my time to get it right. As I worked, I was looking forward to seeing how she would be able to use it.

      Veronica’s skin welled up around the punctures as the ink flowed in. The round orb in the design’s center required a lot of maneuvering, so I had to swap between working on the lightning forks periodically. If I filled in the entire orb without stopping, the whole design would become one huge welt.

      I could feel Veronica’s breathing coming in and out as her back rose and fell. The motion gradually became steadier as I continued. This was a very new experience for Veronica; I couldn’t imagine how overwhelming it must be for her.

      Come to think of it, it was pretty new for me too. It wasn’t all that long ago I had been a slave. Veronica’s determination to help as many slaves as she could in Brightwater made me feel as if we had a bond already, and I could feel the bond deepening as I tattooed her.

      I rested my left hand on the smooth curve of her shoulders as I steadily drew the Lightning Rune with my right hand. Veronica’s muscles still tensed sometimes as she readied herself for the sting of the knifepoint.

      “Are you sure it’s not too much pain?” I asked. “We can always do some of the design now and continue again tomorrow.”

      Veronica shook her head. “The pain is just right.”

      Jacques let out a burst of laughter. “Sounds like you’ve got the same… unusual proclivities as the good Mistress.”

      “It’s not that.” Veronica’s voice was steady. “I’m leaving behind the ties with my old life as a Vector Mage, as an Astros-trained Mage. I’m not going to be a simple mercenary anymore. My destiny is intertwined with the return of an Ink Mage to the world.”

      Amelia stepped forward and laid her hand on Veronica’s, resting on the towel. “We support you, Veronica. You’re going to become a Rune Sorcerer.”

      I gave Veronica’s shoulder a squeeze. I was impressed by what she was doing; it seemed like a big step. I wasn’t sure what it was about her past that made her want so badly to leave it behind, though. I would have to ask her more about this at some point. For now, I was glad to be able to help her do it.

      We worked on, quiet now, watching the gorgeous design unfold across the smooth skin of Veronica’s strong, toned back. The tattoo plunged into the valley around her spine, rising up to the crest of her shoulder blades, flowing down toward her lower back, and her tight round buttocks. The bolts and forks of lightning appeared to skewer the empty spaces in a kind of spiral of energy.

      I hadn’t had a chance to see any Lightning augmentation runes, but given how much space I’d had to take up with this foundational rune, I assumed I would have to draw any others in the spaces in between the bolts of lightning. That wouldn’t be a problem, of course. In fact, the foundational tattoo seemed almost designed with spaces for augmentation runes. As long as Veronica could learn to channel Mana into the first tattoo and then into the support runes, it would function just like my Fire and Cold tattoos.

      As I worked the ink into the last fork of lightning, everyone was tense, waiting for the climactic moment when the tattoo would be complete. Despite her calm, I could tell that the pain was getting to Veronica now. She made no sound, but there were beads of sweat at her hairline and I could tell from the set of her jaw that she had her teeth clenched.

      It was not surprising; the huge tattoo was a mass of welts, and her smooth skin had bled more than mine or Amelia’s had when getting tattoos. Mistress Blossom had silently brought crisp, clean towels as needed to wipe the blood from the pinpricks as I worked, and now three of them lay sodden on the floor at my feet.

      “Nearly done,” I said to Veronica, and she gave a tight little nod. I took a breath and used dagger and Mana to guide the ink into the final detail of a lightning fork.

      The whole tattoo flickered, and Veronica gasped, sitting up with her hands flat on the bench. A sudden blaze of bright purple flashed out and filled the room, and Veronica sucked in a deep breath as she saw the light. Then a burst of lightning appeared, and to my amazement, it ran from the central orb of the design quickly out to the edges of the tattoo and back. The blood was reabsorbed into the skin of her back as we watched, and the welting disappeared. The design shone out bright purple again for a moment, then faded leaving the crisp lines of the tattoo looking fresh and clear, but without any suggestion of a wound remaining.

      I smiled. It was my best work yet.

      Jacques gave a low whistle of amazement, and Amelia and Mistress Blossom stood gazing at us with shining eyes.

      Veronica picked up the towel she had been using to pillow her head on and draped it down her front, shielding her breasts from sight. She looked down at the garment she had been wearing. She was a bit pale.

      “William, will you please help me back on with my garment?” she asked.

      Mistress Blossom stepped forward. “Here, dear, try this instead,” she said. From a drawer, she had taken a leather garment of very fine workmanship. It looked as if it was made of soft calfskin, and it was dyed a dark shade of red.

      I stepped back and looked away, giving the two women a moment together. When I looked back, Mistress Blossom was admiring Veronica in the new garment. The fine leather neatly contained Veronica’s breasts. It came down to just above her navel and rose enough to shield her modesty while still showing her chest off to good effect.

      “No straps round the back, you see,” explained the Mistress. Veronica turned to show off the tattoo, and I saw that the leather chestpiece was secured round the neck and round the shoulders but did not cover the tattoo at all.

      Veronica sat upright and looked around at the expectant faces.

      “I like this,” she said, gesturing to the leather on her chest. “It’s very soft against my skin. How’s the tattoo? Does it look good? It felt marvelous when it was completed, and there’s no pain at all now. I wish I could look at it properly. Is there any way for me to see it?”

      Jacques chuckled. “Bit of a problem, that is.”

      “I have something that might help,” the Mistress said, walking over to the table at the end of the room. She came back with two mirrors, one larger than the other. I’d seen mirrors in Aranor before, but they were expensive and uncommon. Katlyn had always wanted one but had never been able to afford it.

      “Those are quite rare, aren’t they?” I asked.

      “They are,” Mistress Blossom confirmed. “But I had to acquire the best of items to equip my cellar.”

      “What are they good for?” Jacques snorted. Evidently, they were beneath his attention as a thief.

      “Mirrors can be really priceless in the value they offer,” the Mistress explained. “I use them before going out to attend to my customers, to ensure my appearance is the best it can be. One can’t overestimate the importance of such things. Plenty of my patrons stay longer and buy more beer because they like what they see. It might not seem like these things are related, but you would be surprised.”

      Jacques did indeed look surprised, and he nodded thoughtfully as if this was a new idea for him.

      “In addition,” the Mistress continued as she brought the mirrors over, “these can be used to observe your form when you’re fighting, and ... when you’re doing other things.”

      Jacques chuckled at this, and Amelia shuffled her feet. She still wasn’t quite used to Mistress Blossom’s forward manner.

      “Here you are, dear.” The Mistress handed the small mirror to Veronica. “William, could you hold this large mirror behind Veronica, so she can see?”

      I quickly worked out what she meant, holding the large mirror a little lower but still providing a line of sight over Veronica’s shoulder. Veronica held the small mirror up so that it caught the reflection of the large mirror, allowing her to see the spread of the tattoo across her back.

      She reached one hand behind her and ran her fingers over the design, where she could reach it. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. She put her hand on mine and looked at me. “Thank you, William. This means a lot to me.”

      She shivered, suddenly, and reached down to pick her tunic up from the bench where it had lain. Pulling it over her head and down to cover her new leather chest piece, she turned to me and asked, “Would you help me with the straps?”

      I moved behind her to do up the ties, covering most of the tattoo with the fabric of the tunic.

      “Well then,” I said once I was done, “do you want to try your new tattoo out?”

      “Of course,” Veronica said. “What do I need to do?”

      “This could be a little trickier in your case,” I said. “You don’t have the experience that Mistress Blossom has with manipulating Mana. But don’t worry; we’ll work it out.”

      Veronica held her chin up and sat straight, expectantly, with her hands folded in her lap.

      “To begin with,” I said, “you will need to take a strand of Mana away from your pool.”

      “I can sense my Mana pool,” Veronica said. “I’ve always had to sense it to know what the level was before casting a spell. But I’ve never tried pulling some of it away.”

      “It’s really quite simple,” Amelia said. “I’m surprised you weren’t taught that during your training in Astros.”

      Veronica grimaced slightly at the mention of the training. The memory was obviously a bit of a sore point. “I was always told that couldn’t be done. The training was overseen by the Arcanists, and they always checked up on our training and gave lectures about what we could and couldn’t do. I was told I had to rely on my items drawing on my pool for me. That’s what items were for, they told us. Now it makes me wonder what I even bought items for. You can probably draw tattoos that do all these things for me. Did I waste all that money?”

      “I’m sure they can still be used for something,” I said. “I doubt that I can replicate all the effects your items provide. Besides, we might be able to find a way for your items and the tattoos to work together.”

      Veronica frowned, still a bit skeptical.

      “Magical weapons and clothing existed even when Ink Mages were still around,” Amelia reminded us. “Vector Mages and Ink Mages are not mutually exclusive. They both have a purpose. William is able to make us into Rune Sorcerers with his Ink Mage powers. We just have to rediscover where rune use and vector use overlap.”

      Veronica nodded. “I look forward to that; I want to become more powerful. I don’t want to feel powerless ever again when people are in danger.”

      “And together we can achieve that,” I said. “First, you need to be able to manipulate your Mana.”

      “You said that was simple, Amelia,” Veronica said. “How do I learn to do it?”

      “It’s a difficult action to describe,” Amelia said. “It’s a bit like walking; it would be hard to explain it to someone who’s never done it. Just try to concentrate on your Mana pool, then imagine taking some of it away.”

      I smiled at Amelia and nodded. She was really starting to shine in her role as a teacher. Perhaps if we met up with Katlyn again at some point, Amelia might be able to explain Mana manipulation to her as well. I had a strong suspicion that Katlyn could do the same thing Amelia and the Mistress could do, since I had given her a tattoo and I suspected she also had the Fire affinity.

      Veronica concentrated hard, her eyes boring into the dirt floor below us, her nose scrunching up from the effort. She looked cute when she did that.

      “I think I can feel it,” she said. “I can feel a chunk of Mana. It kind of seems slippery and smooth, like it will pop out of my hands if I try to squeeze it.”

      Amelia and I chuckled at this. I could understand from experience the sensations she was describing, even if the words were inadequate. It was hard to explain what it was like grasping something with the mind.

      “That’s good,” I said. “Now you need to push it into the tattoo. Don’t worry if it gets away from you a few times, just grab it again and keep going. You should be able to tell when it goes in properly; it will just feel right.”

      “And we should see the tattoo glowing as well,” Amelia added.

      Veronica nodded and began to concentrate again. She sighed a couple of times, and I could tell she’d lost grip of the mana, causing it to shoot back into her Mana pool again. But her face was determined, and it was clear that she wouldn’t give up.

      At last, she smiled. “I can feel it. It’s in.”

      We all waited.

      Veronica looked at us. “What’s the matter? Is the tattoo glowing? Did I do it right?”

      “The tattoo’s not glowing,” I said. “At least, I can’t see any part of it glowing.” A couple of bolts of lightning stuck out at the nape of Veronica’s neck, but they were a dull purple, just as they’d been moments before. Nothing had changed.

      “What have I done wrong?” Veronica asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “I don’t have a lot of experience with this, but if it felt to you like the Mana went into the rune properly, then it should have lit up.”

      “Could something be different this time?” Amelia asked. “It’s hard to say, since the tattoo is mostly covered up by Veronica’s tunic.”

      Veronica reddened slightly. “And I’d like to keep it that way, if possible.”

      I could tell she was feeling quite self-conscious from being observed.

      What might the difference be? I looked at the runes on my arms, unobscured by  my short-sleeve tunic. They’d always lit up as soon as I fed Mana into them. The same with Amelia’s, which I could see on her right wrist. Even the Mistress’s tattoo, clearly visible since she wore her skirt low on her hips, had lit up on the first attempt.

      Maybe that was it.

      “Could it be that the tattoo needs to be visible,” I said. “Maybe you need to take the tunic off.”

      Jacques snorted. “Sounds like a fine excuse to me.”

      “Perhaps William should take his trousers off?” the Mistress added.

      Amelia looked at her, puzzled. “How would that help?” She pondered it for a moment. “Are you suggesting that William’s Mana is connected to Veronica’s? I’ve never heard of such a thing before.” Amelia’s voice was in awe. She was learning so many new things tonight.

      “Not at all.” Mistress Blossom waved her hand. “I just wanted to see William without any pants on. It would make the evening quite memorable.”

      Jacques burst out laughing. I was unable to repress a smile at the Mistress’s sense of humor. Amelia huffed. She could be a bit gullible sometimes.

      “Let me try something,” I said. I walked to the table where we’d done the tattooing and picked up one of the towels which lay there. Picking it up, I wrapped it around my Fire rune tattoo and held up my arm so everyone could see. Then I concentrated, moving Mana from my pool down to the tattoo, and attempting to conjure a flame on the palm of my hand. Nothing happened.

      “That’s it! The tattoos don’t work if they are covered up!” I exclaimed. Then I dropped the towel and tried again. Immediately, flames leaped up from my hand. I withdrew the Mana, killing the flames, then looked around at the others.

      “All right,” said Veronica. “I’ll take off the tunic. I just want this rune to work.”

      Veronica turned sideways, and with my help, she removed the tunic again. She looked down at her breasts. The leather garment that Mistress Blossom had given Veronica covered everything up in all the right places, but though more modest than her old undergarment, it was still sexy.

      “That’s definitely better,” Jacques said, nodding approvingly. Veronica glared at him.

      “Hey.” He put his hands up. “It’s not about trying to get you naked. I’ve got no skin in this game, remember? The little fellow down there doesn’t get excited anymore.”

      I chuckled at this. Veronica glared suspiciously at Jacques again, not entirely convinced that he was telling the truth.

      “Did you want me to prove it?” Jacques offered, reaching for his belt.

      “No,” Veronica almost shouted. “No, that will be fine, thank you. I suppose you’re right.”

      She looked around at us, arms, belly, and shoulders and back all bared.

      “It’s a bit harder to concentrate now,” she complained, then laughed. “I’m not used to having this much skin on display.”

      “Close your eyes if it helps,” Amelia suggested. “Don’t worry, there’s nothing to be afraid of with us.”

      Veronica smiled at Amelia’s reassuring words, then closed her eyes, concentrating once more. After a moment, I could see from her face that she had succeeded again. She was learning quickly; she’d already pushed Mana into the rune again.

      This time it worked.

      The whole design lit up, flooding the room with purple light. It was even brighter than when I’d first drawn the tattoo. Veronica evidently had a lot of Mana. I couldn’t wait to see what it would be like when she learned to control it well.

      Veronica opened her eyes. She saw the purple light shining on the walls and ceiling and smiled. “We did it.”

      “You did it,” I said. “You’re learning quickly.”

      “What now?” she asked. “What do I do with my Mana now?”

      “You should be able to push it out and create lightning,” I said. “At least that’s how our tattoos work.” I pointed to Amelia as well as I said this.

      “Try directing the Mana onto your hand now,” Amelia said.

      Veronica concentrated again. She held out her hand in front of her. She’d seen Amelia and I doing that earlier when we were demonstrating our skills.

      “It’s not working,” Veronica said.

      I could tell she was a little bit frustrated, but she looked determined. I was pleased with how much trust she had in us already. The bond between the three of us was strong already. Such friends were hard to come by.

      “Don’t worry if it doesn’t work straight away,” I said. “Just keep trying. Your rune might not work quite the same way as ours do; it is a different element, after all. Just relax and let the Mana flow where it will.”

      “You can do it, Veronica,” Amelia said. “Your magic will guide you.” She wasn’t saying anything new, but sometimes it helped just to receive some ordinary encouragement.

      Veronica closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her face loosened as she stopped trying so hard to concentrate.

      We waited in silence, in the warm, dim light of the candles, mixed with the purple glow of Veronica’s tattoo. We were so quiet, I could hear Veronica’s soft breathing as she focused.

      Then, I heard a crackle. A sizzling sound burst out, shattering the silence, and an intense purple light flashed across the room.

      Amelia gasped and stared at Veronica’s hand. She frowned. “Where’s the lightning?”

      Veronica’s hand was empty. “I failed?” she asked as she looked at her open palm.

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “There was something. Give it more Mana this time and try to regulate the flow steadily to the tattoo.”

      Veronica nodded and concentrated. The lightning flashed again, but this time I caught a spark of it on Veronica’s body. Except it hadn’t originated where my previous experience suggested it should have.

      “It’s not coming out on your hand,” I said to her. “It’s on your shoulders.”

      “I’ve got it,” Veronica said, suddenly straightening up and smiling. “It took me a moment, but I can feel it now! Let me just adjust the flow…”

      As she spoke, lightning crackled out around Veronica’s shoulders, leaping up and then to dancing over her back and sides as well.

      “What kind of spell is this?” Amelia asked.

      “I have no idea,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting this.”

      “That much is clear,” said Jacques. “What’s this spell good for? Beyond making lightning dance on your shoulders, that is.”

      Veronica looked at her shoulders and sides. “So, this isn’t normal then, is it?”

      The Mistress chuckled. “If I understand rightly, William and Amelia can’t exactly tell you what’s normal and what isn’t right now. You’ve just done something new.”

      I nodded. “The lightning doesn’t hurt, does it?”

      Veronica shook her head. “It feels nice actually. The prickling heat feels good against my skin.”

      Amelia nodded as she observed Veronica. “I have read about something like this before. When elements cling to the skin like this, it’s often associated with defensive skills. The offensive ones allow you to cast the element away from you, but this is behaving differently.”

      “How does it work then?” I asked. “And why would the rune behave like this?”

      “I’m not quite sure,” Amelia answered, “but it should mean that this coat of lightning defends Veronica. Perhaps it’s functioning as a defensive spell, much like the runes that are sometimes inscribed on shields or special armor.”

      “Well, only one way to find out,” said Jacques. Before any of us could respond, Jacques grabbed a knife from one of the benches against the wall and lunged toward Veronica.

      “No!” Amelia shouted.

      A flash of purple light blazed out from Veronica’s side. We were blinded as it exploded against Jacques’ hand.

      A metallic clang rang out as the knife bounced against the bench and hit the floor. Jacques stood there, wringing his hand. “That hurt a bit.”

      “What just happened?” Veronica asked, her face looking bewildered. “I felt my Mana drop a bit when you did that.” The lightning continued to flicker around her neck and shoulders.

      “Looks like it works as expected,” Jacques said. “It defends Veronica.”

      I laughed. “You are such an asshole sometimes, Jacques. Who knows what might have happened when you did that?”

      “What? I was doing it for research,” he said. “Now we know exactly what the spell does.”

      “This is incredible,” Veronica said. “The spell will defend me in battle. I’ve never had a defensive spell before. I could actually feel that knife coming toward me, then my Mana lashed out, without me doing anything.”

      “How much do you think it can defend Veronica against?” I asked, looking at Amelia. “Would it work against spells? Or just blades?” I also wondered how many attacks like the one Jacques had attempted it would sustain.

      Amelia shrugged. “I’ve got no idea.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Jacques announced. “Let’s throw knives at her and see how many she can zap.”

      “That sounds like a terrible idea,” I said.

      The Mistress was laughing. “Your mischief knows no bounds, Jacques.”

      “I’ll do it,” Veronica said. “I’ll do this test.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, surprised. “What if something goes wrong?”

      “I have to learn to control this, William,” Veronica answered. “Monsters will attack me in battle, and they won’t wait to see if I’m ready. I need to learn how to control this now.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” I said reluctantly.

      “Don’t worry,” Veronica said. “I know how much Mana I have, and I can sense the knives coming in. I think I can do this.”

      “As long as you’re sure,” I said. “It is a good idea to get familiar with your skill.”

      “Surely it’s too dangerous!” Amelia protested.

      “I can always heal Veronica,” Mistress Blossom said. “Just make sure you don’t aim at the head or the heart, Jacques.”

      Jacques nodded. “My accuracy is unrivaled in Brightwater. My hands are guided by Loku’s will. You can count on me.”

      Veronica crossed the room and stood against the opposite wall. With her newfound confidence at making her tattoo work, she seemed to have forgotten her shyness about her body. The red leather that held her breasts made an amazing compliment to her tumbling silver hair and smooth, olive skin.

      I stood in awe of her beauty as lightning flickered and crackled around her head and shoulders. She turned to face us, her hands on her hips and a look of fierce challenge in her eyes.

      “Ready!” she called.

      Jacques took aim and flicked a knife at Veronica with barely a twitch of his wrist. There was a loud crack and lightning blitzed out from Veronica’s side. The knife hit the ground with a clang and skidded a few feet, and a puff of smoke lingered in the air. The smell of hot metal wafted over to us.

      Jacques threw another knife, and then another. Veronica knocked them out of the air, one after the other. She was smiling, calmly watching the knives and allowing her defensive spell to zap each knife to the ground.

      After a while, she held up her hand to Jacques. “That’s enough, Jacques. I can feel my Mana getting a bit low.” With a moment’s concentration, she skillfully withdrew the flow of Mana from the spell, and the lightning absorbed back into her skin.

      Jacques set the last blade down on the table next to him, then stuck his thumbs into his belt and rocked back on the balls of his feet, gazing at the Lightning Mage and shaking his head slowly.

      “Never seen anything like it in my life,” he said, then turned to me. “Good job, William. You’ve done well for yourself, lad, and that’s for sure. You’ll be able to deal with whatever life throws at you now.”

      He was looking at me, considering, and I caught a strange look in his eye. He chewed his lower lip for a moment and took a breath as if he was about to say something, but Mistress Blossom’s voice interrupted us before he could.

      “I think that’s enough for one night,” she said. “Great job, Veronica.”

      The mistress was helping Veronica back into her tunic and breastplate. I looked at the two of them and thought that what Jacques had said was true. Tonight, I had created two new Rune Sorcerers. With such an ability, I certainly would be able to meet whatever challenges life threw my way. For all that, there had been something in Jacques’s voice, something odd…

      “I’ll have Sophie prepare some rooms for you all,” Mistress Blossom said as she and Veronica came over to join us. “Shall we go upstairs? How about that drink, Jacques? It’s a while ago you suggested heading back upstairs.”

      We all laughed, but then looked at him and stopped. To everyone’s surprise, Jacques was not eagerly leading the way back to the bar. Instead, my old friend was shuffling his feet, not looking at us.

      “Jacques?” I asked, feeling a moment of impending dread. “What is it, buddy?”

      He looked up and gave a helpless gesture with his hands. “You’re not going to like it. When I saw you this afternoon, I resolved not to mention this, but after having seen your new powers, I think you’ll be able to handle it.”

      “Not mention what? Handle what? Come on, Jacques, spit it out!”

      “Well, it’s about Katlyn, you remember Katlyn?”

      Cold fear smote me. “Of course I remember Katlyn. What about her?” I wasn’t sure how Jacques could even know anything about my girlfriend—as far as I knew, she was still in Aranor.

      “Well, you see, she’s. . .”

      “What? What is she?” I could have shaken him, but I restrained myself. He was obviously deeply uncomfortable.

      “I suppose she’s what you might call a slave.”

      My hands clenched into fists, my fingernails biting into the skin of my palm. “What?!” I shouted. “How can you know this?”

      “I saw her in a wagon, passing through Brightwater.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Two days back.”

      “And you didn’t think to mention this when you first saw me?”

      He held up his hands as if to ward off my anger. “Hey, think about it from my point of view! For all I knew you were just a simple farm lad still, with no more magic in you than I had. You showed up in Brightwater, the last person I expected to see, and at first, I thought, well, what’s he going to do about it anyway? He can’t exactly go up to the mines and start freeing slaves single-handed. Better to not mention it. Less painful for you, you know?”

      I glared at him. “And now?”

      “Well, now, I see that you might be a man able to handle such a task as taking on a whole mine full of slavers, overseers, monsters, and gods only know what else. On your own, I’m not so sure, of course, but with Amelia and Veronica at your side, well, I can’t think of anything you three couldn’t handle!”

      So deftly he managed to turn his confession into a series of careful compliments. Amelia and Veronica were looking pleased with themselves and smiling at each other at his compliments, but Mistress Blossom was frowning at Jacques with her arms crossed on her chest.

      “Anyway,” he continued, a mischievous glint in his eye, “we were having such a pleasant time; I didn’t want it to end prematurely.”

      “Jacques, I feel like using my magic to burn you to a crisp right now.”

      “I can understand that. But there was nothing we could have done, even if I had told you earlier. And how could I have known you were now a powerful Ink Mage, with beautiful and magical companions…”

      “All right, all right,” I said, interrupting his sweet-talking of the women, “how do we find out where she’s gone? I have to try to rescue her.”

      “Of course you do. But Governor Arnold is the only one who has access to the records of the people contained in the slave caravans. There are dozens of mines. Katlyn could have been transported to any one of them. We’ll need a look at the records first.”

      “Then we’re going to find the Governor and make him tell us which mine.”

      “It’ll have to wait until tomorrow,” Jacques said.

      “Why is that?”

      “He’s out of town. Out north on an inspection. That Arcanist, Maximilian, he’s furious because the Trade House won’t give him his taxes without the Governor’s personal approval. Messages have been sent, and the gossip is that he’ll arrive back tomorrow.”

      “We can’t break into the Trade House and steal them?” I asked.

      “As much as I don’t like thievery, that does sound like it would be up your alley, Jacques,” Amelia said.

      “I’ve tried to break into that damned place, and I’ve succeeded a few times, but I’ve never been able to access the room where the records are kept. Besides, that bastard Maximilian is staying in the lodgings above the Trade House. I don’t want to step a foot near the place with him in there, and breaking in right now is a death sentence that even Loku’s luck couldn’t prevent. Like I said, we’ll have to wait until tomorrow to ask Governor Arnold about the records.”

      I growled under my breath. “Well, as soon as the Governor enters Brightwater, we’re going to have a word with him. I’ll rescue Katlyn from the monster mines whatever it takes.”

      Veronica and Amelia stepped up and stood on either side of me, and I knew Amelia was speaking for both of them when she said, “We’re with you all the way, William.”

      I looked at them both. Jacques was right. With these two at my side, there was nothing I couldn’t do.
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      There was nothing we could do until the Governor returned, so the best thing to do was to get some rest. We headed upstairs. Mistress Blossom led the way, closing the secret door behind us once we’d passed through.

      After Jacques’ revelation, I wasn’t feeling in the conversational mood. I wanted to think about how we were going to meet this challenge. Rooms had been prepared for us, and soon I found myself sitting alone in my chamber; Amelia, Veronica, and Jacques had been given rooms further down the hallway.

      My thoughts turned to Katlyn and how we might go about rescuing her from her captivity. I had rescued Amelia from the worst of it, but if Katlyn had passed through Brightwater two days ago, as Jacques had said, then she was likely at the mines now.

      Whether I liked it or not, I had to remain here, in the tavern, until the Governor returned. He was on his way back, but it looked like he wouldn’t return at least until the next morning.

      I was deep in thought about how I might use my powers to free Katlyn when the door creaked open. I expected to see Amelia standing there in a nightshift. Instead, it was Veronica’s silhouette outlined in the doorway.

      “Do you mind if I come in?” she asked.

      “Sure,” I said. It was good to see her. I’d thought things through as much as I could on my own.

      She entered the chamber and closed the door quietly behind her. The flickering candle beside the bed cast long shadows over her shapely form. It was only as she came to sit next to me on the bed that I noticed she was only wearing a simple blue gown. It was mostly untied at her back, revealing the tattoo I had drawn not more than an hour ago.

      Rather than speak, for which I was grateful, she placed her hand on my thigh. For a few long minutes, we didn’t talk.

      “I need to find her,” I finally said when I was ready.

      “We will find her,” Veronica said. She sat silently for a long moment as if considering what to say next. After a while, she said quietly, “When I was twelve, my sister was taken.”

      “By slavers?” I asked.

      “No. By an unwanted suitor. He was a Duke’s son who lived far from my family’s estate. My father wanted the dowry, and he wouldn’t listen to my sister’s pleas.”

      “That’s terrible,” I said.

      “I should have done something.”

      “What could you have done?”

      “Probably nothing, but I still ought to have tried. I live with that guilt every day. It’s why I went to train as a Mage. I thought that maybe I would have been able to find my sister and break the bond of marriage. When I discovered that Mages don’t have the political power I thought they had as a child, I broke away from my training and left Astros. Filled with rage, I came here, to the north, hoping I could channel that wrath into killing monsters, or maybe even a few slavers. My sister’s plight was not dissimilar to that of a slave. She was taken against her will. I couldn’t kill my father, but perhaps I could kill a few people like him.”

      I glanced up at Veronica’s face. “So, by helping me rescue Katlyn, you’ll be dealing with what happened to your sister?”

      “Partly,” she said. “Maybe I’ll never forgive myself for not trying to do something, but at least helping you will mean someone else doesn’t end up enslaved.”

      “Maybe, once we’re done in the north, we can figure out some way to rescue your sister.”

      “I’ve almost given up hope of that, but it means a lot to hear you suggest there might be a way.”

      “Never give up hope,” I said as I took Veronica’s hands and faced her.

      Veronica leaned in toward me, her lips parted. Her breath was warm on my neck, her eyes stared into mine. It had been an intense day for both of us, and I sensed that she wanted the comfort of physical contact with me as much as I wanted it with her.

      I allowed my lips to brush against hers, the smooth fullness of her mouth sending a tingle through mine. Veronica exhaled, longing and desire in her breath.

      Our lips pressed together as she fiercely kissed me. I put my hand to the side of her neck, supporting her head, my fingers caressing her soft, fine hair.

      Her mouth opened wider, and our tongues met, exploring the sensitive regions of each other’s mouths. We both inhaled through our noses simultaneously, unwilling to break the kiss to draw breath.

      At length, I broke the contact with her mouth and moved to kiss her neck. She raised her chin, exposing the graceful curve of her throat. She let out a soft moan as I kissed her neck, her shoulders, then the swell of her cleavage.

      She reached her long slender fingers up to the collar of her gown, pulling the thin blue fabric away. She pulled it off her shoulders and down below her breasts, which shone in the moonlight coming through my window. She wasn’t wearing the leather garment she’d had on earlier. She’d come prepared.

      She smiled shyly at me and let out a gasp as I cupped her breasts in my hands. I kissed their full round surface, one after the other, and allowed my tongue to play around her light brown nipples. She moaned again, louder this time.

      Holding Veronica’s back near the waist with my left hand, I slid my right hand down to her thigh, stroking the smooth firm flesh through the thin fabric of the gown, which gave way to lace, barely concealing her sex.

      Veronica moaned again, louder. She put her hand on my shoulder. “William, wait.”

      I looked up at her. “You don’t want to continue?”

      “I do.” She was panting slightly, her eyes wide with desire. “But what if the others hear us?”

      “You’re right,” I said. “The walls are quite thin in the tavern, only made of wood. They can probably hear us already.”

      Veronica reddened slightly and put her hand to her mouth. “What will they think of us? How will I be able to face them tomorrow?”

      “Well, I don’t think you need to worry about Jacques. He’s not going to be bothered by a bit of noise; it’d probably just bring back fond memories of a time when he could engage in such pastimes himself.”

      Veronica smiled at this.

      “And you certainly needn’t worry about the Mistress,” I continued. “She’s probably enjoying listening in.”

      Veronica chuckled, but this time her cheeks went a bit redder. “And what about Amelia? What would she think? I don’t want to ruin your relationship with her, and I’m coming to value her friendship myself.”

      “Don’t let that concern you,” I said. “Amelia already gave me her blessing for us to do this.”

      “She did?” Veronica’s eyes widened in shock. “Why would she do that?”

      “Amelia is open to this possibility; she’s not jealous.”

      “How is that possible? What would make her be all right with such a thing?”

      “We have a theory.” I lowered my voice, almost conspiratorially. “As I explained to you, I acquired my second affinity, Cold, right after I had sex with Amelia for the first time.”

      “I remember you saying that. . . ” Veronica’s brow furrowed.

      “I believe that’s how I can acquire new elemental affinities as an Ink Mage. By sleeping with women who have those affinities.”

      “You mean …” Veronica’s mouth parted as she paused in thought.

      “You might be able to give me the Lightning affinity.”

      “Oh.” Veronica’s voice was hushed, and a look of awe was on her face. “I would love to be able to do that for you. That would be a fitting way to say thank you for giving me the tattoo.”

      I leaned in to kiss Veronica, but she put a finger on my lips, her eyes sparkling mischievously. “I think we’ve done enough of that.”

      Veronica stood up next to the bed and pulled the blue gown all the way over her head, casting it onto the bed beside us.

      The perfection of her olive skin was fully revealed in the moonlight, every shapely curve of her perfect body gleaming. Against the wooden wall, I could see the faint reflection of her tattoo glowing. A small amount of her Mana must have been flowing into the tattoo as a result of her physical excitement.

      I looked down and saw that my own tattoos were glowing as well. I couldn’t tell what purpose there would be for the tattoos to glow when we were having sex, but it was atmospheric at least.

      Veronica turned to face the bed and bent over, placing her elbows on the bed cover and spreading her legs, presenting her sex to me. “I want you inside of me,” she panted.

      I was happy to oblige. Just the sight of her luscious thighs and the moist lips of her entrance was enough to make me grow rock hard.

      Taking her curving buttocks between my hands, I slid my member against the slick surface of her already wet labia. Veronica moaned, loudly this time, her concern about others hearing us evidently forgotten.

      I parted her entrance with my swollen head and gently pushed forward. The walls of her tunnel squeezed against my cock, and I had to slip in and out several times before I could push all the way inside her.

      As I began to slide in and out, our bodies slapped noisily against each other, mingling with the sound of Veronica’s cries and the creaking of the wooden floor to create a cacophony of passion.

      The light glowing from the sprawl of lightning drawn on Veronica’s back glowed brighter as we both approached climax. Our pants and cries grew louder, and I felt a wave of pleasure rushing toward me.

      I kept thrusting, faster, our hips grinding against each other. Veronica’s breath came in gasps. Then it happened. With a burst of light from our tattoos, we both climaxed together, and the wave of pleasure washed over me, as I emptied myself inside her.

      Veronica’s head was thrown back, her hair wild across the pillow as she bucked against me. I could feel the rhythmic clenching of her sex around me. She opened her eyes and met mine, a look of wonder and questioning in her eyes. Then, suddenly my vision dimmed swiftly to darkness.

      The walls of the room around me vanished. There was a moment of blackness, then I saw a mass of boiling storm clouds before me. Lightning flashed across the sky and thunder boomed. In the middle of the storm, standing on the blackest cloud of all, was a woman, wreathed in mist which swirled in the wind.

      She was standing on a mountain peak, surrounded by the boiling storm clouds. Vast cloud banks moved behind and above her, and her silver hair whipped and billowed in the wind. With both hands lifted, she shouted, her great booming voice sounding like the breaking of waves on a cliffside. She spoke words in a language I did not understand, and lightning flashed from her fingertips. A torrent of rain swept the scene as she gazed out with piercing eyes at a horde of wraiths in front of her.

      Just as in my previous visions, this woman gave a command to her horde, and they rushed to obey, fleeing into the distance in pursuit of some unseen foe.

      When I came to myself, Mana was pulsing through my veins with more energy than before.

      “I think I just acquired the Lightning affinity,” I said to Veronica.

      She was lying halfway to the floor, and she pulled herself up onto the bed. “That’s wonderful news.”

      I moved to sit with my back against the wall at the top of the bed and gestured to Veronica. She came to sit next to me, leaning her back against my chest, her flowing locks pressed against my skin. I put my arm around her, the weight of her breasts resting against it.

      “How can we test to see if you acquired the affinity?” Veronica asked, her voice subdued with contentment.

      “We can’t test it right now,” I said. “I don’t have any more Lightning Cores.”

      Veronica stiffened and turned her head to look at me. “You mean, because you gave me a tattoo, you can’t test this on yourself?”

      I laid a finger to her lips. “Don’t be concerned about that. I was happy to give that to you as a gift.”

      “Are you sure, William?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. And what you gave me today was worth far more to me. I don’t just mean the affinity. Bonding with you in this way and having your companionship is something far more important to me. I will always treasure the memory of this night.”

      “So will I, William. This will be a precious memory to me.”

      “Now it just means we have to hunt some more monsters to find another Lightning Core,” I said.

      Veronica smiled. “Then we’ll have to hunt them together.”

      “I’d like that,” I said. “For now, I just want to enjoy this moment.”

      We settled in under the soft covers to rest for the night. Before my eyes closed in sleep, I couldn’t help thinking of what kind of sleep Katlyn had where she was right now. My rest would be far less fitful than hers. Doubtless she was tied up in some slaver’s wagon, or worse, chained up in a mine somewhere. Anger burned in my stomach, and I might not have been able to claim sleep but for the beautiful woman beside me who was already taken by slumber. I calmed myself by listening to her soft, steady breathing, and soon I was in a deep and dreamless sleep.
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      I woke to the rosy glow of dawn filtering through the window of the Sticks and Stones Tavern in Brightwater. It was early, and that was good; I was glad not to be sleeping in too late. A lot had happened recently, but everything else had paled in comparison to the horrifying news I received yesterday: Katlyn, my lover from my old life in Aranor, was a captive of slave traders. Only days ago, she had been seen passing through Brightwater as part of a slaver’s caravan, being transported to the Beast mines. Now, I needed to find out which mine she had been taken to so that I could rescue her.

      There were dozens of mines in the mountains north of Brightwater, and Katlyn could have been taken to any one of these. For information on where she had been taken, I would need to get access to the records about the trading caravans that passed through the town. These records were held in the Trade House in the main square, and the only person who could access these records was Arnold, the Governor of Brightwater.

      But Arnold was not in town. Instead, occupying the suite of official guest rooms above the Trading House, was Maximillian of Astros. He was one of the Arcanists, a group of powerful Mages who wielded influence at the King’s Court in Astros, the capital city, and oversaw much of the enforcement of law and order in the populated regions of the Kingdom. The Arcanists oversaw the training of people who had magical talents. Some of these trainee Mages would go on to become Arcanists, some became magic users in the King’s Army and some, like the beautiful woman who lay sleeping beside me now, went out into the world to forge their own path after their training was complete.

      All of the magic in the Kingdom, from the spells of the most powerful Arcanist to the work of the humblest village healer, was powered by one thing: Beast Cores from the mines. A steady flow of Beast Cores came down from the mines, through the Trading House here at Brightwater and then out into the rest of the Kingdom.

      Beast Cores were everything to the power structure of the Kingdom; without them, magical vectors could not be manufactured, new Mages could not be trained, and experienced Mages could not gain new powers. The high demand for Beast Cores was supplied by the network of mines in the mountains north of Brightwater. In the deep shafts and endlessly winding passages of the mines, Elementally Sensitive slaves toiled alongside convicts and other unfortunates to fight and kill magical monsters, and then to harvest the Beast Cores from the monsters for transport to the capital city.

      I shuddered; that was where my lover Katlyn was being transported to right now. Perhaps she was even already there. And Governor Arnold, the one man who could help me to find out which mine she’d been taken to, was absent from the town!

      He was supposed to be coming back today. I hoped that was true. I suspected that the Governor was deliberately avoiding the Arcanist Maximillian. From what I’d been told by my friend Jacques, who knew Brightwater well, the Governor was a man who might be willing to turn a blind eye to nefarious dealings if the price was right. I’d already had a run-in with Arcanist Maximillian, and he didn’t seem like someone to trifle with. If the Governor had something to hide, I couldn’t blame him for making himself scarce, but I was frustrated by the delay in finding out where Katlyn had been taken.

      Well, I would just have to be patient. Katlyn was a tough woman, I reminded myself, and not likely to be broken by misfortunes. There was no point in me getting angry and upset now—I’d do better for everyone if I kept myself together. That would give my companions confidence in my leadership. After all, I reflected, I didn’t really have anything to complain about myself. Quite the opposite.

      I took a breath and turned my head to look at the woman beside me. Veronica’s head rested against my arm, her silver-white hair flowing over the blankets. We were both as naked as we’d been the night before. Veronica’s smooth dusky skin rose to the swell of her breasts, just concealed by the blanket. She opened her eyes as I stirred.

      “Did you sleep well?” I asked.

      “Never better,” she murmured. “Last night was magical.”

      “It really was,” I smiled.

      She laughed. “I guess it was, although I didn’t mean it in that sense. Life will never be the same for me again.”

      I shifted, my leg pressing against her side. I heard a muffled groan under the blankets.

      “What’s that noise?” Veronica asked.

      “I don’t know.” I lifted the blanket.

      “Good morning,” said a sleepy voice, and a tangled mass of blonde hair rose to greet us.

      “Amelia?” I said. “What are you doing here?”

      Veronica squeaked with surprise, and her cheeks went deep red as she tried to clutch the blanket to herself.

      Amelia sat up, bringing her knees in front of her. She was wearing a very small shift which reached just low enough to cover the tuft of blond hair above her sex and provided a thin veil for her bright red nipples.

      Her cheeks were rosy, and she was smiling. “I’m so glad you both bonded last night; I was hoping you would.”

      “Uh, so am I,” I said. “What are you doing here now though? And how did you get in?”

      “I just wanted to be with you both last night. I was lying awake by myself for a while, and I thought I would sleep better if you were both nearby.”

      “So, you snuck in under the blankets in between us while we were sleeping …”

      “Correct.” Amelia’s voice was chirpy.

      Veronica was still looking at her distrustfully, clearly quite shocked by this turn of events.

      Amelia looked closely at me. “So, did you unlock your Lightning affinity?”

      I glanced at Veronica. Normally, I wasn’t the kind of man to brag to others about my sexual encounters, but the Lightning Mage gave me a subtle nod that said she didn’t mind. After all, last night might not have been explicitly Amelia’s idea, but she wasn’t opposed to me making  love to Veronica to gain the affinity.

      “He did,” Veronica said. “At least, we think that’s the case.”

      “I saw a vision, just like last time.”

      Amelia smiled. “I’m so happy; this is just what we were hoping for. And Veronica, I’m so glad you’ve joined us as well.”

      She reached forward and embraced Veronica, who froze for a moment, taken aback by the close contact with another woman while she was naked. Then she embraced Amelia too. The blanket slipped as she did so, revealing the side of her breast. This time I didn’t look away. We’d enjoyed a night of bliss together. I wasn’t sure whether the two women would ever be interested in making love with me at the same time but seeing them embrace made me think it might be possible one day.

      Their embrace lingered longer than it needed to, and Veronica met my eyes over Amelia’s shoulder and smiled. Suddenly, it seemed like they would be quite open to sharing in this new relationship, and I felt myself beginning to grow hard immediately at the sight of my two beautiful female companions sharing such an intimate embrace.

      A knock sounded on the door, and we all looked round.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “It’s the Mistress, bringing your breakfast,” Mistress Blossom’s voice called out.

      “Just a moment while I get some trousers on,” I called out, though I was really giving time to Veronica, who had nothing on at all.

      Quickly, Veronica pulled on the blue dress she had been wearing the night before. Amelia was only wearing her skimpy undergarment, so she wrapped herself in a sheet from the bed. I put my trousers and tunic on. Once the girls were sufficiently covered and sitting together on the bed, I walked to the door, unlatched it, and pulled it open.

      “Oh my, seems like you had a busy evening last night, William,” the Mistress said as she walked in carrying a tray laden with food. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to join you.”

      She laughed, suggesting that she was joking, but I suspected there was some truth behind the joke as well. I laughed as well, as I accepted the tray of food and took it to the little table by the window. There was bread, dried fruit, a soft cheese, and a platter of cold cured ham. A covered ceramic jug contained steaming hot coffee. This was a luxury. Coffee was not easy to get in the Kingdom, as it could only be imported from the Sunlands, the land that Jacques originally came from.

      I took a deep breath, smelling the rich scent from the steaming jug and then raised my eyebrows questioningly at Mistress Blossom. She smiled. “Only the best for my special guests,” she said, then made for the door. “I’ll be back shortly to take the dishes and things.”

      Once she’d left, Amelia and Veronica came over and sat down at the table, helping themselves to food and coffee. Both women ate heartily, and it was good to see them enjoying food together. Since there were only two chairs, I layered cheese, dried fruit, and ham between the bread and sat on the bed to eat, a mug of the coffee on the floor beside me. We ate in comfortable silence, enjoying the food and each other’s company.

      Just as we were finishing our meal, Mistress Blossom came back. This time, Jacques was with her. He walked in behind the Mistress and chuckled as he saw the three of us. I had been angry at my old friend for not telling me about Katlyn sooner, but my wrath had died down after a good night’s sleep and a meal. Jacques and I had shared a lot of experiences together, and he’d never intentionally meant to keep the knowledge of Katlyn’s whereabouts from me. Had he not been in Brightwater and seen Katlyn pass through, I would never have known that she’d been sold into slavery.

      “Quite the appetite you’ve got there, William,” Jacques said, eyeing Veronica in her revealing blue dress and Amelia still wrapped in one of the thinner bedsheets. It was clear that they had spent the night with me. “One at a time isn’t enough for you?”

      Veronica and Amelia both reddened.

      “I came after they were finished,” Amelia protested. I wasn’t sure why she thought that sounded better.

      “That was polite of you,” Mistress Blossom said, “letting these two climax before you.” She chuckled as she bustled the empty dishes back onto the tray.

      “That’s not what I meant. I—” Amelia started to say, but she was cut off by Jacques.

      “You meant to say that you came in for a bit of action while William and Veronica were asleep?” Jacques guffawed.

      “That sort of thing is almost beyond my own boundaries,” the Mistress exclaimed, putting a hand to her mouth in feigned shock. “You really are quite the deviant, young Amelia.”

      Amelia reddened even more at this and went silent. Obviously, she was far too embarrassed to defend herself.

      “Amelia wasn’t doing anything untoward,” I said. “She wanted the company of my bed. That shouldn’t be an issue.”

      Jacques and the Mistress shared a look.

      “It’s no problem,” Jacques said. “I’m actually proud of you, William.”

      “And I’m more than pleased to hear you aren’t ashamed of a little bed-sharing,” Mistress Blossom said. “It gives me something to work toward. A lady must have ambitions, after all.” She gave all three of us a salacious smile.

      I wasn’t opposed to having the Mistress in my bed; it might even lead to an additional affinity, but tempting as that was, now definitely wasn’t the time.

      “Let’s focus on the present,” I said. “We need to finish our breakfast and prepare for our journey north once we’ve got the information from Governor Arnold. Has Arnold returned yet?”

      “Not yet,” Mistress Blossom replied. “I sent one of the tavern patrons, a man who owes me a debt, to scout the road that leads north out of Brightwater. He saw the Governor and said that he should be back within the hour.”

      “Then we have an hour to prepare,” I said. “As soon as the Governor enters the gates, we need to speak with him. Can you arrange that, Mistress Blossom?”

      “I can,” she said. “I’ll leave you all to it until I hear word of his arrival.”

      I thanked the Mistress, and she smiled around at all of us as she clattered the last of the dishes onto the tray and left, closing the door quietly behind her.

      Veronica and Amelia both kissed me and left to prepare for our journey.

      “While you’re eating, William, there was one other thing I thought I should explain to you,” Jacques said once we were alone. He flinched as I looked up at him quickly.

      I glared at him. “I’ve only just forgiven you for holding back the news about Katlyn as long as you did. Now you’re saying there’s more?”

      “In my defense, telling you about Katlyn earlier wouldn’t have helped.”

      “I know, Jacques, but it’s been too long since I’ve been able to give you a hard time. I’m not letting you off the hook quite that easily.”

      “This isn’t bad news.” Jacques put his hands up, defensively. “It’s actually to do with that dagger your foster-father gave you, the one you use for the tattooing. It’s capable of more than you know.”

      I relented. My interest was piqued by now. “I suppose that could redeem you. But how can you know about this dagger? Gregory gave it to me, and I don’t remember ever showing it to you. Amelia thinks it might be very old, and we found that it actually has a hollow tip as if it’s designed for tattooing.”

      I picked the dagger up from the side table and turned it over in my hands. What other secrets could it hold?

      “I know about that dagger of yours,” Jacques began, pulling out one of the chairs and sitting down, “because it was I who gave it to Gregory. You know that he and I spent much time together in the years before he adopted you.”

      I nodded. Jacques had been around Aranor for a number of years, even before Gregory had taken me in. I knew very little about that past, but then, knowing the sorts of things Jacques tended to get up to, I suspected that Gregory might have not wanted me to know. He had always tried to set a good example to me.

      “Well, I didn’t know you gave it to him,” I said. “Where did you get the knife from? And why did you give it to him?”

      “I brought it with me from the Sunlands. As to how I acquired it, that story is too long to be told today.”

      As interested as I was in the tale of how Jacques had come to own the dagger, I was more interested in what made the dagger special. We had to find Katlyn, and that would mean encountering trouble. Any additional edge we might gain by learning some of this unique item’s additional capabilities would serve us well.

      “So, what’s so special about the dagger?” I asked Jacques. “Beyond the fact that it’s well suited to making Ink Mage tattoos, of course.”

      “The dagger is an elemental blade.” Jacques leaned back, as if he’d said everything necessary.

      “And? What does that mean? I don’t know what an elemental blade is.”

      “Whoa, someone got up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.” Jacques held up his hands as if to ward off an attack from me.

      I smiled and opened my mouth to contradict him, but Jacques stopped me. “I know, I know, you got up with two naked women in your bed, I don’t think there is a wrong side of the bed to be on.”

      “Well, mostly naked. Amelia did have some clothing on.” I chuckled. Jacques did have a way of putting everyone in a good mood, even if it came, more often than not, from his untrustworthy charm.

      “Well, go on,” I said. “What does an elemental blade do?”

      “I don’t understand these things in the kind of detail Amelia does, I’m afraid. I’m no scholar. You’ll have to ask her later if she can explain the precise workings better than I can, but here is what I can tell you. The dagger can directly channel your elements.”

      “So, it’s like a Mage’s vector weapon?”

      “Not at all. A Mage’s weapon has runes on it, like the ones you’ve tattooed on yourself. This dagger can be augmented into new shapes with elemental magic.”

      “What does that look like?” I asked.

      “You’ll have to try it out for yourself and see. If my understanding is correct, it should enhance and change the shape of the dagger.”

      “Well, I’ve tried putting my fire onto other weapons before. I guess it couldn’t be too different from that.”

      “You normally put the fire straight out through your hand, yes?”

      I nodded.

      “That would make the blade hot,” Jacques said. “When I acquired this dagger, I was told something about treating it as an extension of my body. That meant nothing to me, having no magic of my own, but perhaps it’s something you can try?”

      I looked at the dagger and considered it. I knew of nothing in principle that would stop me from doing such a thing. I’d never thought about trying to channel Mana into the dagger, but then, until recently I’d never thought about trying to channel Mana through my tattoos.

      As I stared at the dagger, I thought about it as part of me. I couldn’t feel anything different, but I would have to see if I could put Mana into it. I considered channeling fire. That didn’t seem like a great idea in a tavern built of wood. If it worked, I had no idea how much fire it would produce. For all I knew, this little dagger could become a blazing inferno if I didn’t know how to control the process of channeling elemental energy through it.

      I held the dagger in my right hand, as close as possible to my Cold tattoo. At first, I tried pushing Mana straight into my tattoo, but when the runes lit up, my hand started to produce ice.

      “It’s not working,” I said. “My Mana is trying to cast a spell, not manipulate the shape of the dagger.”

      “Why use a tattoo?” Jacques asked.

      “Right,” I said. “I should try to channel the element without using my tattoo. I’ll give it a shot.”

      This time, when I took my Mana, I pushed it through my hand and directly into the dagger, rather than into the tattoo. Mana flowed out into the shaft of the dagger. A dark shadow appeared, an extension of the dagger, about a foot longer than the blade itself. I moved the knife back and forth a couple of times. The shadow was a part of the blade. I passed my fingers through it. There was nothing there. The shadow flowed over my hands but did nothing.

      “That’s part of it done,” I said. “But it’s not infused with an element. And it doesn’t seem to work if I channel through my tattoo. I wonder. . . is there a way to channel my elemental affinities without a tattoo or a spell?”

      Jacques furrowed his brow. “I do recall the person I obtained the knife from mentioning something about that. The dagger should be able to use affinities without the need for runes.”

      “Then there has to be some way to make this work,” I said.

      I tried a third time, but when I gathered my Mana, I thought of the Cold element, and the beautiful Ice Queen I’d seen in my vision. A chill raced down my spine, and I knew for certain that my Mana was now imbued with the Cold element. I pushed harder and then, with a sudden relief, broke through the resistance.

      I smiled and concentrated, pulling Mana out into my right arm again and channeling it all into the dagger. Unlike before, the resistance was lower, as I became familiar with the sensation.

      A crackling sound broke the silence of the room. I saw the silvery reflection of the dagger growing dim as it was coated in frost. Ice cracked and split and grew its way over the dagger until it was the same size as the shadow blade had been before, about a foot longer than the original blade, and the handle was much larger too. Unlike the dagger, which was small and delicate, this was an edged weapon, curved, heavy and dangerous looking.

      Once this remarkable weapon had formed, it maintained its stability; I did not have to continue feeding Mana to keep it going, the way I did with my other spells. Experimentally, I pushed a little more Mana to it, and was rewarded—the blade extended and thickened, very quickly. Hastily, I withdrew my Mana, and it took a more practical size again.

      This was certainly very impressive and could be very useful. I couldn’t wait to experiment with it outdoors. Would this allow me to use my new Lightning affinity even though I didn’t have a Lightning tattoo yet? The possibilities were huge.

      “You’re forgiven, Jacques,” I chuckled, admiring the glittering ice blade.

      He grinned. “Glad I could be of service.”

      At that moment, the door opened, and Amelia and Veronica walked in. They were both washed and dressed and looked ready for the road. They were talking and laughing together when they opened the door, but they both stopped in the doorway and stared, amazed, at the elementally infused weapon in my hands.

      “What is that?” Amelia asked, her mouth wide with surprise and not a little scholarly interest. “How are you doing that?”

      I withdrew my Mana again, and the ice sword smoothly disappeared, the Mana which had formed it flowing back up my arm and absorbing back into my pool. I was left holding the tattooing dagger, which looked small and inconspicuous compared to the huge sword I had been holding a moment ago.

      “This dagger is special, more special than we knew,” I said. “I can explain the rest later. Amelia, I told you it was a precious gift from my foster-father, but I didn’t know he got it from Jacques. I’m not sure why Gregory kept that secret.”

      Jacques coughed. “You knew your old man; he liked to have a bit of fun, but he never wanted to know the details about how I’d procured my wares. The reason I gave it to him, well… That story will have to wait for the road as well.”

      “Let’s get going then,” I said. I stuck the dagger through my belt and moved to pick up my pack, which still had Amelia’s book inside it. “If you’re all ready, we’ll go and see the Mistress about some supplies. Hopefully by then the Governor will be back in town and we can get our information and get on the road.”

      With a final glance around the room to make sure I hadn’t left anything, I headed out. I held the door for the others then closed it behind me. The soft thud of the door closing on the comfortable room felt like closing the door on my old life. No longer was I an innocent farm boy with little knowledge of the world. No longer was I even a novice Mage experimenting with his powers in the wild. I was an Ink Mage, experienced at tattooing and using tattoos. I had three Elemental affinities and an Elemental weapon, and I also had two beautiful Rune Sorcerer companions and my old friend Jacques at my side. These three were committed to helping me on my quests now, and the obvious bond of respect and friendship which was developing between them was great to see.

      I smiled. Perhaps rescuing Katlyn would not be so difficult after all?

      We reached the common room of the tavern, which was strangely empty. Even at this early hour, I would have expected there to be some patrons eating and drinking. There weren’t ever any barmaids to be seen.

      “Where is everybody?” Amelia wondered out loud. We stood in the empty room looking around.

      “Mistress Blossom?” Jacques called out in a jovial tone. “Where can a man get a drink around here?”

      There was no reply.

      I was just about to suggest heading out into the square to see what was happening when the door burst open and a boy of about twelve rushed into the room. He glanced around, then his eyes fell on us and he ran over, calling out to us as he came.

      “Are you the people who were looking for the Governor?” he panted.

      “That’s right, lad,” I said. “What’s wrong? Has he arrived yet?”

      “Oh, he’s arrived all right, sir,” said the lad, “but the Mistress sent me to come find you. They’re at the north gate. The Mistress says you’d better go quickly, and I’m to take you there.”

      “What’s the trouble then?” I asked him.

      “Oh, sir,” he said. “It’s that cursed Arcanist, the one who’s been staying at the Trading House. He’s gone and arrested Governor Arnold, and he says he’s going to execute him! The townsfolk are furious, and it looks like there might be a riot!”

      I glanced at my companions, and three pairs of determined eyes met mine. This turn of events was bad. Not only did it endanger our chances of finding the information about Katlyn, it also threatened the town. If there were a riot, who knew what damage the angry, self-righteous Arcanist and his retinue of veteran soldiers might do?

      Without a word, Jacques strode to the weapons rack at the door and picked up his own sword. It was a long, thin rapier with a deadly edge. Veronica and Amelia joined him, buckling on their own sword belts. The expressions of both women were grim.

      After a moment’s thought, I picked up my own shortsword and buckled it on as well; I had my Elemental weapon now, and my tattoos, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a regular weapon to use if needed. In any fight, it was always wise to have options.

      Veronica wasn’t wearing her breastplate, but I guessed she couldn’t use it anymore since she needed her tattoo uncovered for it to work. She reached up and loosened the collar of her tunic, ready to drop it and reveal her Lightning tattoo if necessary. Under her tunic, she was wearing the fine red leather top which covered her breasts but left her tattoo free to do its work.

      The messenger lad watched our preparations in awe.

      “Ready?” I asked, when everyone was done.

      “Ready,” they all replied in unison.

      I stepped forward and shoved the door open, leading my team out into the town square. “Let’s go rescue the Governor.”
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      As soon as I stepped out of the door into the town square, I could feel the trouble brewing. On every side, the townsfolk of Brightwater were hurrying together toward the north gate. They moved in small groups, with no particular organization, but there was a sense of purpose in the air that made my hair stand on end.

      “Come on,” I said to my companions. “Don’t draw your weapons just yet; we need to see what’s happening first.”

      Jacques somewhat reluctantly sheathed his razor-sharp rapier and fell in behind us. I led the way, Veronica and Amelia at my side and Jacques a couple of steps back and to our left.

      We crossed the square and followed the flow of people toward the northern end of the town. In the clear morning light, I saw that many of the villagers who were hurrying in that direction were armed. I saw several folk who, by their clothes, I guessed were miners like the ones I’d fought in the Sticks and Stones Tavern on our first night in Brightwater. I thought I caught a glimpse of Mohawk’s shriveled hair leading one cluster of unpleasant-looking fellows. He glanced in our direction but didn’t seem to see me.

      Many of the other townspeople looked more respectable, and I could see more than a few of them pointing at me and my companions, nudging each other and whispering. I supposed that our fight in the tavern had given us a bit of a reputation, and the story of how we’d used our tattoos must have got around. From the admiring glances we received from a lot of the younger folk, I guessed that most people were pleased with us for beating up Mohawk and his gang. That figured. Bullies, however feared, were generally in the minority.

      The lad who was guiding us seemed to notice this admiration, and he stood a little straighter as he led us across the stone-flagged square, proud of his status as messenger to us. Nice as it must be for him, I couldn’t help thinking that we were in for trouble. I’d have to get him out of the way soon.

      We were halfway across the square when a sudden commotion at the north side caught our attention.

      “Stop,” I said, holding up a hand. My companions stopped and closed ranks around me. The lad stopped too, instinctively drawing nearer to us.

      At the far side of the square, a knot of people emerged from the shadowy tangle of streets. Leading them, in a tight square formation and with their pikes at the ready, came the cohort of soldiers we had seen with the Arcanist. They looked tense and grim, like men who were doing their job, but were not particularly happy about it.

      In the middle of the square marched the Arcanist Maximillian. He was taller than the others, indeed, he seemed a head taller than any man I’d ever seen. Could that be part of his magic? He gazed imperiously out over the heads of the formation of soldiers as the whole group moved into the light of the town square.

      Around the soldiers, muttering and shouting angrily, came a tightly packed but disorderly group of townsfolk. These seemed to be merchants and craftsmen by their clothing; they wore brighter colors and lighter shoes, not the heavy, dirty leathers of the miners. They had been jammed shoulder to shoulder into the cramped street, but as they emerged, they broke up, spreading out among the many townsfolk who had, like us, stopped in the square to watch the spectacle. Their angry murmur was picked up by the rest of the people in the square, rising to a threatening rumble.

      “There’s at least a hundred people here, maybe more,” said Jacques. “And all armed.”

      He was right. From pitchforks and cudgels to swords, spears, and shields, nearly everyone in the square bore some kind of weapon. Some even wore some bits and pieces of armor—a helmet here, a breastplate there, gauntlets, greaves, shin guards, a skirt of chainmail.

      “Even so,” I muttered, “I don’t fancy their chances against the Arcanist’s soldiers. Even outnumbered ten to one I think those men could do some serious damage. What’s that they’re protecting in the center?”

      In the middle of their square formation, their Captain stood tense next to the red-robed figure of the Arcanist. The Captain was gripping something—a man, I suddenly realized. A man doubled over with his arms wrenched up behind his back. A well-dressed, paunchy, bald-headed man, with a golden chain of office hanging askew from his neck.

      The Governor.

      “That’s him,” said Jacques, answering my question. “That’s Governor Arnold.”

      The soldiers held formation and broke into a quick trot, moving away from the buildings toward the center of the town square. Then, at a word from the Captain, they stopped, broke formation, and reordered themselves into two rows behind the Arcanist, the Captain, and the prisoner.

      The whole square was deathly quiet. Arcanist Maximillian swept the crowd with his steely gaze, and for the first time, he noticed me and my companions. His gaze snagged on us, and he frowned. Then, he raised up his hand and began to declaim in a loud voice which rang off the walls and stones of the town square.

      “People of Brighwater! This man, Governor Arnold, has been found guilty of corruption, bribe-taking, and tax evasion. I have been dispatched to this town to seek him out, and to enact the King’s justice! The penalty for his crimes is death! By royal command, I shall carry out the sentence!”

      Nearly the whole crowd immediately cried out in protest, but there was one group who conspicuously did not. This was the group I’d observed earlier, the group led by Mohawk and his cronies. They stood near the soldiers, perhaps twenty brawny miners armed with heavy clubs. One or two of them, I realized, were trollmen. Obviously not all trollmen went in for the slave trade. This bunch made it clear by where they stood whose side they were on.

      I leaned back and spoke to Jacques through the rising roar of the crowd. “You see our friends from the other night over there by the soldiers? They seem to be backing the soldiers up.”

      Jacques followed my eyes and then nodded. “That makes sense. The miners don’t like the Governor because he turns a blind eye to them being fleeced in the taverns and in the gambling houses. Nobody likes the miners, because everyone knows what sadistic bastards they are to the poor captives. The people of Brightwater survive on the trade of goods from the mines, but that doesn’t mean they like the way the captives in the mines are treated. That group over there, they helped some trollmen try to steal a Brightwater family of Sensitives for the mines a month or so back. The Governor stopped it. I suspect that’s what this is about, and why Mohawk and his group look so damn pleased with themselves.”

      “Why would the Arcanist be prepared to kill the Governor over something so small as that?”

      Veronica spoke. “Trouble has been brewing in Brightwater for months over the treatment and enslavement of Elemental Sensitives. For the Arcanists, maintaining the status quo is the main priority. I think that’s why Maximillian wants to make an example out of Arnold for interfering with the work of the slavers.”

      At this talk of slavers, I felt my heart beat faster. So, Mohawk and this Arcanist were in league with the slavers, were they? I suddenly became sure that me and my companions would break a few heads before much more time had passed.

      “We have to do something,” said Amelia, “look!”

      The Captain had pushed the terrified Governor onto his knees and was drawing a sword. The Arcanist stood back, glaring around at the crowd as if daring anyone to challenge his authority. Mohawk’s group stood nudging each other and snickering. The Captain began to raise his sword to carry out the death sentence on the Governor.

      “I’d say that’s my cue to get involved,” I said wryly.

      I took a deep breath and bellowed at the top of my lungs. “Arnold! Run!”

      My shout broke the silence like a rock through thin ice. The Captain’s sword wavered, and he looked around to see who had shouted. The Governor, who had been kneeling with his eyes down, suddenly threw himself forward with more speed and agility than I would have given him credit for. I supposed the fear of imminent death would do that to a man. Hands still bound behind his back, Arnold tore across the square. He was heading straight toward us.

      “Well, I’ve done it now!” I called to my companions as a cheer went up from the townsfolk. “Let’s go!”

      I leaped into action, running forward to meet the Governor, followed by Amelia, Veronica, and Jacques. The assembled crowd surged forward after us. The Arcanist looked annoyed, but not concerned. He raised one gloved hand and pointed it at the Governor, just as Arnold was about to reach the safety of the crowd.

      “Watch out!” shouted a voice I recognized. “He’s about to cast a spell!” I looked up to see Mistress Blossom sprinting through the crowd toward us.

      A wave of green energy blasted from the Arcanist’s hand, turning into a wooden spear which hurtled forward, seeking out the Governor.

      “Two can play at that game!” I shouted.

      Instinct guided me. I pulled Mana from my pool and into my Ice rune. I flung out my hand and used my snowflake rune to freeze the ice molecules in the air. A sheet of ice leaped from my palm into the path of the speeding spear.

      As the two spells collided in a spray of ice and wood, the Governor was pulled into the safety of the crowd of townsfolk. He vanished into their midst as all the townspeople formed up in a ragged group behind me and my companions.

      “Enough of this!” I yelled to the Arcanist as I strode forward. “Arcanist Maximillian, stand down! This is no way to conduct justice!” Even I, with my simple farmer’s background, knew that this was not how death sentences were carried out in the Kingdom. Behind me, the crowd of townsfolk cheered again.

      The Arcanist looked shocked for a moment, then he turned not to the Captain of the soldiers, but to Mohawk and his band. It was now clear that they not only supported him, they were actually ready to take orders from him. The Arcanist’s voice was chillingly emotionless, and as I heard his tone, I knew that there would be no reasoning with this man.

      “Kill them all,” he said, and Mohawk grinned.

      The Captain went pale, but Mohawk did not. As Mohawk and his gang of thugs raised their clubs and began to charge across the courtyard toward us with a roar, I glanced over my shoulder and caught a glimpse of the homely, pale face of Governor Arnold. Someone had freed his hands, and Mistress Blossom was leading him toward the tavern, accompanied by a few other women and the lad she had sent to find me. That was good. She would heal his hurts, and he would be safe in the tavern, unless this Arcanist and his thugs annihilated me and all my companions.

      And that was certainly not going to happen.

      “Hold off on using magic just yet,” I said to my women. “Only use it if you absolutely need it. We’ll need our Mana pools full if we have to fight Maximillian and his thugs.”

      My women nodded their agreement, and the battle began in earnest.

      I met Mohawk head on in the middle of the square, and Jacques, Amelia, Veronica, and many of the braver townsfolk charged, yelling behind me. My friends had drawn their swords, but I felt like treating myself to a bit of physical exercise, and most of these guys were only armed with clubs. Mohawk had his cudgel raised for a blow. He braced, expecting me to reach for my weapon. Instead, I closed the distance between us, got right in his face, and smashed my forehead into the bridge of his nose as hard as I could.

      There was a satisfying crunch. Blood squirted from the mess where his nose had been, and his cudgel clattered to the ground. Beside me, Veronica ran a goon through with her vector sword while Amelia stepped in close and brought her knee up to crush another man’s balls with a powerful blow.

      Mohawk’s eyes had rolled back up into his head, and he fumbled at his smashed face as he tried to crumple to the ground, but I wasn’t done with him yet. I caught him by the shirt front and spun him round as two more goons came straight at me. It was Eyepatch and Red Nose, both of whom we’d seen off the other night.

      “Not had enough yet, boys?” I taunted them, and shoved Mohawk’s dead weight at them. All three went down in a heap, cursing.

      I stepped in, grabbed Eyepatch’s cudgel, and tried to pull it out of his grip. Like a fool, he hung onto it, drawing his arm out tight. I pulled the cudgel harder and stamped on the arm, breaking it at the elbow as if I’d been breaking up firewood. The man howled and rolled away, clutching his shattered limb to his chest and leaving his weapon, a big, heavy bit of hardwood with a lead-filled head, in my hands.

      Red Nose, to his credit, came up fighting. He had dropped his club and pulled a short, ugly knife. He dropped into a fighter’s crouch and tried to close the distance with me so he could stab me, but I stepped nimbly to his right. As his own momentum carried him past me, I dealt him two solid blows in the kidneys with the heavy club I’d taken from the other man. Red Nose staggered forward an unsteady step or two. I stepped behind him, shifted the hard, knobby cudgel into a two-handed grip, raised it, then brought it down on the crown of his head with every ounce of strength I could muster. His head cracked like an egg under a horse’s hoof, and he fell lifeless to the ground.

      I turned and surveyed the battlefield. All around me, Mohawk’s team were taking a beating. Mohawk himself was feebly trying to crawl away from the action, blood still pouring from the place where his nose had been.

      Veronica and Amelia were working together. Veronica was mostly leading the way, but Amelia, for all her scholarly nature, was holding her own. Even as I watched, Amelia ducked in under a big trollman armed with a broadsword who seemed intent on using his superior size and reach to beat down Veronica’s guard. Amelia came in low on the trollman’s left side and felled him with a sturdy thrust of her shortsword through his abdomen.

      All around, townsfolk who had obviously been used to these bullying thugs for years were getting the chance for revenge. I saw a man who looked like a blacksmith wielding a hammer with skill, two men in bright merchants’ clothes fighting side-by-side with elaborate basket-hilted swords, and a group of ten young barmaids with brooms who had obviously ventured out of the tavern to give one particular man a sound beating with broom handles.

      When I raised my eyes from this group and looked at the tavern itself, I saw the buxom figure of Mistress Blossom leaning in the doorway, watching the proceedings with interest. She saw me looking at her and raised one shapely hand in greeting.

      A loud voice intruded itself on that pleasant sight. “Take that, you filthy drainpipe fucker! Corpse breath! Cockroach cock! Rain barrel sniffer!” The voice—and the bizarre insults—could only be coming from Jacques.

      I looked in the direction of the shouts and found my old friend in the crowd, holding off the last two thugs with his razor sharp, whip-thin Sunlands sword. The blade and the fighting style that went with it were like nothing anybody else in the Kingdom used. It had baffled many an opponent during our hell-raising days back in Aranor, and he was even better at it now. For all his buffoonery, the man was still serious about his swordplay and had kept in practice.

      He pirouetted like a dancer, whipping the thin sword in and out under both men’s guards quicker than either of them could blink. The Sunland swordplay relied on speed and was designed more for non-lethal dueling than this kind of brawling fight. As a result, neither of Jacques’ opponents had fallen, but both were bleeding from multiple cuts to their hands, arms, and legs.

      I began to stride toward them, across a town square that was now littered with wounded or dead thugs. As I did so, Jacques dived into an opening and finished one of his men with a lightning-fast thrust through the throat.

      “Die, maggot brains!” I heard Jacques shout as he felled the man. The last thug turned and fled as fast as his stumpy legs would carry him.

      Jacques let out a yell of triumph, but I heard a sudden harsh shout from the other side of the square. I’d almost forgotten the soldiers.

      They’d formed up into a staggered line, every second man two steps behind the first and to his left, and each of them perhaps a yard apart. In this formation, they could cover a lot of ground each. They came forward in lockstep, shouting with each tramp of their heavily booted feet. Long, viciously pointed pikes were in their hands and swords were at their belts. They were well-armored, with ringmail down to their knees, steel shin guards, tight-fitting breastplates and tall helmets which protected most of their faces.

      Maximilian had not moved from his position. He stood with a satisfied smile on his face and his red-robed arms crossed, his bald head shining in the sun. In his eyes, there was a flash of madness.

      These soldiers were not rabble like Mohawk and his thugs. Even though there were only ten of the soldiers, the crowd of townsfolk were withdrawing toward the tavern, and their angry shouts had changed to a concerned muttering. I glanced around, locating Amelia and Veronica standing side by side a little way to my right, and Jacques off to my left.

      Jacques looked as if he was ready to take on all ten of the soldiers single-handed. His sword was raised, and battle-fury radiated from every line of his stance. In this mood, he might well do something foolish.

      I needed to take control of the situation.

      As one, the soldiers lowered their pikes to form a wall of steel death. At a shout from the Captain, they quickened their pace and began to close the distance.

      “Amelia! Veronica!” I shouted. “Back to the townsfolk!”

      The women immediately obeyed, running past me to take up positions in front of the townsfolk. The brave people of Brightwater had changed quickly from an angry mob to a worried huddle in the face of the drilled and professional soldiers.

      “Come on, you bunch of piss streaks!” shouted Jacques. “Privy peekers! I’ll have you all! Come on!” He danced about in front of them, waving his sword wildly.

      I sprinted toward him, intending to grab him by the collar and haul him back, but at that moment, he leaped away from the soldiers and ran back toward the townsfolk.

      “What was all that about, you idiot!?” I shouted to him as I fell in beside him, running back to where the townspeople huddled.

      “Just buying you a bit of time, old boy,” he said with a rakish wink. Despite the peril of the situation, I had to laugh as we pulled up in front of the townsfolk and turned to put ourselves between them and the soldiers.

      The armored soldiers stopped, pikes lowered, about twenty yards from us. I felt Jacques drawing breath to shout some new weird insult at them, but I nudged him hard.

      “Shut it, Jacques,” I hissed at him, and thankfully he did.

      The Captain spoke clearly into the expectant silence. “Give up, Governor Arnold, and we’ll let you live! Resist, and you’ll all die by the order of the Arcanists!”

      “Down with the Arcanists!” shouted a voice from the crowd.

      “Death to the tax collectors!” shouted another.

      “Fuck off back to Astros, you tyrant!” shouted yet another. That gained a loud cheer. The crowd seemed to have gained confidence from our presence.

      I glanced at Amelia, who was now standing to my left. She looked calm, but there was a fierce glint in her eye which had not been there before. Veronica was on my right, and her beautiful face was set in cold determination. I noticed that she had loosened her tunic so that she could free her Lightning tattoo at a moment’s notice.

      “These townspeople aren’t ready to give up without a fight,” I said to the women, “but if they go up against these soldiers it’s bound to get ugly. Even if the townspeople came out on top in the end, they’d take heavy losses.”

      “I’m not prepared to see that happen,” said Amelia.

      “Nor I,” agreed Veronica.

      I nodded my head slowly. “I didn’t think you would be. Are you ready to take this to the next level?”

      Veronica reached up and undid the knot that held her tunic up, and the garment fell to the ground. There was a gasp from the crowd behind us as she wore only the red leather garment to hold up her breasts, revealing her magnificent Lightning tattoo in all its purple-inked splendor.

      I checked my Elemental dagger where it sat at my belt, then took a breath. My Mana pool was full, and my tattoos tingled, ready for action.

      “Let’s show this Arcanist and his soldiers what we can do. They’ve not seen anything yet.”
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      As the soldiers broke into a run to cross the short distance between us, I drew my Elemental dagger and focused on channeling Lightning. Though I had no Lightning tattoo, I knew I had acquired its corresponding affinity by sleeping with Veronica. It lurked in the back of my mind, and I found it after thinking of the great goddess in her storm-wreathed land.

      Suddenly, my knife grew to become a great battle-axe. I swung the new weapon in two hands, and its razor-edge connected with the stomach of the leading soldier. He was cleaved in two as lightning rippled along his severed halves.

      The rest of the soldiers paused in their advance, and I heard the distinctive crackling sound of ice magic forming. I glanced to my left in time to see a long, vicious-looking ice spear taking shape in Amelia’s right hand. She raised her hand, her tattoo glowing a fierce blue, and the projectile hurtled forward, straight through the chest of one of the mail-clad soldiers.

      He stumbled backward, clutching at the long shaft of the ice spear sticking up out of his chest, and Amelia stepped forward, an ice blade appearing in her hand. She closed the distance and jammed the frozen blade through the man’s eye. He collapsed to the ground, and as he died, the elemental blades melted suddenly into pools of water which spread out across the ground around him. The remaining soldiers closed ranks and continued their advance, and the crowd of folk behind us retreated away from the approaching points of the spears.

      Amelia fell back, looking pale, her face drawn. I could see that her Mana must be depleted. She would need a moment to regenerate. I would buy her time.

      I sucked back the Mana from my battle-axe, and it immediately returned to the shape of my needle-dagger. I raised my hands and summoned Mana to my Fire tattoo. I knew I could get away with expending a lot of Mana at one time; my pool had increased in capacity since I’d begun using it. I took a deep breath and summoned jets of flame from my fingertips.

      The flames roared from my hands, ten jets of bright flame which hit the flagstones in front of the soldiers and poured over the ground toward them. I tightly controlled the flow of Mana through my tattoo to the spell as I began to walk slowly forward.

      The soldiers fell back in disarray. The discipline of their formation broke apart, and they stumbled away from me. From behind me, I heard a voice cry, “Ink Mage! Ink Mage!” Other voices took up the call, and I saw the elite soldiers’ eyes widen in surprise and fear. As I pulled my Mana back from the spell, I thought with a smile about how quickly gossip travels in a small town. The rumor of the tattoos must have spread quickly after our fight the day before, and it seemed that the legend of the Ink Mage was known in the town of Brightwater.

      Well, we’d give them a show.

      My Mana was depleted and would take a few seconds to replenish, so I drew my shortsword. Veronica and Amelia ran up beside me, and we charged into the midst of the disordered soldiers. As we closed with them, they dropped their pikes and drew their swords, but they had bunched up close together and got in each other’s way. I struck one with a ringing blow on the side of the head with my shortsword, knocking his helmet off, while Amelia came in low to hamstring another.

      There came a shout from the other side of the square. It was the Arcanist. “Leave the Mages to me!” he shouted. “Attack the civilians!”

      The soldiers tried to obey him, and four of them grabbed their pikes from the ground and charged full tilt at the crowded townsfolk. I began to run after them, but then I saw Veronica. She stood between the soldiers and the townsfolk, and lightning flickered around her back and shoulders as she faced down the four armored men.

      She raised her sword to the heavens, and there was a sudden boom of thunder. The soldiers hesitated for a moment, and everyone looked up. Clouds had appeared out of nowhere in the blue sky above, and lightning flickered. The sky darkened suddenly, and with a rush, rain began to pelt down from above.

      “Charge! Charge!” shouted the Captain. The four soldiers aimed their spears at Veronica’s chest and charged.

      It was the last thing any of them would do. Lightning arced from Veronica’s back tattoo, catching the soldiers’ pikes and running up the shafts to their hands. The four men were blasted backward with incredible force. Forks of lightning crackled around their bodies as they flew through the air, trailing smoke and the reek of singed hair and burned flesh.

      Veronica thrust her vector sword into the air again, and lightning flashed down once from the clouds to meet it. The rain poured down, and the last remaining soldiers drew back in terror away from us. The crowd of townsfolk watched in awe as Amelia, Veronica, Jacques, and I lined up and turned to face the Arcanist.

      Maximilian took a few steps forward and stopped.

      “You think you have power?” he roared, and his voice was like grating stones. “You think you can defy me and get away with it? I’ll crush you, and this town! I’ll crush you like bugs under my boot, you upstarts! Ink Mage? You will die here, by my hand!”

      Suddenly, he pushed a gloved hand forward in our direction. Rippling waves of green energy burst from his hands and became five thorny vines that flew toward me and my companions.

      Amelia summoned her ice spear and flung it at one of them, and the two spells exploded into harmless fragments as they met in mid-air.

      Veronica lashed out with her sword, and a blast of lighting smashed another of the vines with a loud bang and a flash which made the townsfolk cry out in wonder and amazement.

      The final three vines were coming straight at me.

      With both hands in the air, I blasted Mana through my Cold tattoo, charging in to meet the approaching projectiles. Freezing mist poured in a cloud from the palms of my hands and solidified around the vines. They moved a lot slower but did not vanish. Instead, I felt control of the Arcanist’s spell pass to me and realized instinctively that I could now control the three deadly vines. They hung in mid-air for a moment, and I saw that my ice spell had transformed them into levitating ropes of thorny spikes.

      I didn’t pause to think but flung them with all the force of my projectile ice spell back at the Arcanist. They hurtled back toward him. He managed to duck two, and they shattered against a wall behind him, but the third slammed into his side. He cried out with a roar of pain as the vine’s spiked tip pierced his flesh, and I saw blue ice freeze his left side.

      The remaining two soldiers and the Captain stood watching a little way off. They didn’t seem inclined to get involved.

      The sudden downpour was turning the whole square into a sodden mess as the Arcanist stood to his full height again and extended his arms out to either side. We braced for his next attack, but he didn’t move. Instead, I saw his face begin to grow red as if from exertion. I heard his bones make a cracking sound, and he started to grow larger. He cast his gaudy red robes aside as he kept on growing.

      “What’s he doing?” I shouted to Veronica through the rattle of the rain.

      “I don’t know,” she called back. “I’ve never seen anything like this before!”

      He kept on growing, and his face kept getting redder. No, his face was becoming gray, like granite. His whole body was turning gray. He was naked now, but his flesh didn’t look human anymore. It looked more like ... stone. Was this some kind of Nature magic?

      The townsfolk were staring up at this giant in fear. Even the two soldiers had their arms hanging loosely at their sides as they craned their necks to watch the Arcanist’s transformation.

      “Shapeshifter!” shouted Amelia. “Shapeshifter! He’s using a transformation spell to turn himself into a stone golem!”

      “That’s forbidden magic!” said Veronica, “worse than anything! It’s the most dangerous, uncontrollable magic known!”

      The Arcanist’s body kept on growing and kept becoming more granite-like. I hadn’t faced anything like this before. Like the rest of the crowd, I was mesmerized by Maximillian’s metamorphosis, but my mind was busy working on some tactic that might defeat the enormous creature he was becoming.

      Water might possibly have had some effect, but the rain continued to lash the square, and the giant seemed unaffected by it. Even as I watched, his skin began to harden. Great boulders bulged out over his knees, shoulders, and elbows. His head was like a great gray rock, bulbous and misshapen. He threw his head back and laughed horribly, the sound like an avalanche in a hollow valley.

      Around us the townsfolk were fleeing. I caught a glimpse of the remaining soldiers tearing their tabards off and flinging them away as they sprinted away up a side street. I didn’t think we’d be seeing them again.

      I turned and looked through the rain toward the tavern. Mistress Blossom was leaning in the doorway with one hand on the edge of the door. She looked pale.

      “Mistress Blossom,” I yelled. “Can you do anything to stop him?”

      “I’m already trying,” she called back. “He’s drawing power from the earth. All I can do is prevent him from drawing any more. Hopefully he won’t grow any larger.”

      From where she was standing, I could make out the glow of her tattoo on her midriff.

      The soldiers were gone. The townsfolk were gone. Mistress Blossom was doing all she could to hinder him. Even Jacques, who seemed to realize there was little he could do against this stone-clad horror, had retreated to the tavern.

      That left me, Veronica, and Amelia.

      It was up to us.

      The monster which had been the Arcanist Maximillian stopped growing at about twelve feet tall. He was nearly six feet across the shoulders, and the same across the chest. It didn’t look like he had any weapons, but his huge, rocky fists looked like they could have crushed a house without too much trouble.

      He must have used the robes to start the spell before casting them aside. My guess was that the only way to break the spell now would be to kill him.

      The monster stomped forward, stopping in front of the pile of his soldiers, most of whom were now dead. Veronica and Amelia hurried back to stand beside me.

      “So, these are my challengers?” the Mage boomed in a muffled voice. He laughed, a hollow laugh. Some of the shingles slid off one of the nearby houses as the sound reverberated through the square.

      “What are we going to do?” Amelia asked.

      “We’ll just have to try our spells and hope he’s vulnerable to some of them,” I said. “Spread out, so he can’t attack us all at once.”

      The monster stepped forward, over the broken bodies of the soldiers and thugs, covering three yards at a single stride. He was only 20 yards away from us now. I pushed as much Mana into my Fire rune as I could manage and let loose a huge fireball at the monster’s torso. Amelia fired an ice spear a moment later, aiming for the giant’s right leg.

      My fireball burst against the giant’s chest with a blaze of light. With my upgrades and progression, it was hotter than usual, and it scorched him, blackening the stone of his chest. He roared in fury as the force of the blast made him sway backward. There was a cracking sound as Amelia’s spear hit the giant in the knee and stuck there for a moment before melting. The monster roared again and buckled at the knee, limping as he stepped back again.

      I could feel my Mana pool regenerating, but it wasn’t quite full enough to cast another huge fireball. Instead, I stepped back and drew my Elemental dagger, preparing to feed Mana into it and create a stable Elemental weapon with one of my affinities. That way I could be magically armed while still leaving Mana in my pool for spells.

      Veronica saw what I was doing and ran up, pointing her vector sword at the monster’s chest. Lightning forked down from the sky and ran along the blade, and power crackled from her back onto the blade as well. She shouted, and the raw power flashed from the sword point, running down the blade and blasting across the space between her and the advancing giant.

      He roared and raged about when the bolt hit him, but it didn’t seem to penetrate. Instead, the forks of lightning skittered over the surface of his rocky skin, and he batted at them as if he was trying to swat a fly. They seemed to cause him pain, but no damage.

      Well, he was distracted by them, and this might give us the chance we needed to inflict some real damage.

      Dagger in hand, I focused on it as I had done before. This time, however, I channeled Fire rather than Ice or Lightning. The results were impressive. With only a small amount of Mana expended, dark clouds of smoke formed and solidified, and the dagger transformed into a blade made of flame.

      It was a straight sword, as long as my arm, with a solid edge as if the whole thing was made from red hot metal. Flame and sparks flickered along the blade’s edge. I could feel the heat that emanated from it, but it did not burn me.

      As the monster continued to stamp about, beating at its chest and head to get rid of the lightning, I ran in and swung my blade at its thigh. That did the most damage yet. My Elemental blade sliced cleanly into the stone, leaving a great gash in the rock skin. Dark blood oozed from the wound as I leaped back to avoid the giant’s wild kick.

      “That did something!” said Amelia as she rushed up to me.

      “Yes, but it would take a long time to kill him like that. I think it’s time to try combining our spells.”

      Amelia’s Cold tattoo glowed bright as she prepared her Mana to cast an ice spear. Then I lifted my left hand and readied a fireball.

      “Now!” I shouted.

      We both cast our spells, and the fireball met the ice spear at the exact instant that they both crashed into the giant’s abdomen. With a blinding flash and a boom, they exploded into gouts of flame, freezing fog, and boiling steam.

      The giant leaned back and let out a furious roar of pain and anger. He raised both fists in the air and brought them crashing to the ground with so much force that the ground shook, and the steeple of the nearby tavern rocked back and forth. The bell clanged with great force, letting off a sound that shook my very bones. Amelia and I were knocked off our feet. We dropped and rolled, getting up again in time to see Veronica raising her sword to cast another lightning bolt.

      The giant still crouched on the ground, both fists on the stone flags. The rain poured over him, little rivulets spouting from the cracks and crevices in his stone skin. The flagstones of the town square were awash with water.

      Still holding my flaming sword in my right hand, I crouched, plunging my hand into the rainwater and feeding Mana through my Cold rune. Ice ran from my hand across the surface of the ground, freezing the fallen rain into an icy floor that would be as slippery as oil to walk upon. The ice ran in a thin line away from my hand, expanding outward as it came closer to the crouching giant. It ran up his feet and hands, freezing the water that kept landing on him, building the ice up thicker and thicker around his shoulders and chest.

      With a roar, he staggered up, wrenching himself free from the ice sheet.

      “Amelia, Veronica, combine your spells!” I shouted.

      I felt my Mana depleting and leaped back as the two women combined Ice and Lightning in a devastating blast that struck the giant’s stone-armored ribcage. There was a boom and a sound like stones cracking, and I saw chunks of rock fall from the giant’s chest.

      He stumbled back, encumbered by the weight of the ice which stuck to his upper body. Waving his arms, he tried to clear it from himself but could not. He bellowed like an enraged bull, and the stones under my feet shook with the sound.

      Now was my chance. He was weakened and dazed, reeling from the impact of our last attack.

      I lifted my Elemental sword, and it blazed up with fire as I poured some more Mana into it.

      “Once more!” I yelled, sending every last drop of Mana into a huge fireball.

      I raised it up, ready to throw. At the same time, Amelia conjured an ice spear, and a blast of lightning crackled around the tip of Veronica’s vector sword. I was about to cast my fireball when something else happened. Green light shone up from between the stones around the giant’s feet.

      Was Arcanist Maximillian casting some new, more powerful spell?

      Suddenly, the stones beneath his feet cracked and were thrust aside as green tendrils of thick creeping vines burst through the dirt. They flowed up to entangle his huge stone legs. A glance back at the tavern showed me the source of the magic: Mistress Blossom stood tall, her arms stretched out toward us and her new tattoo shining bright.

      “Now!” I roared and hurled my massive fireball at the already damaged point in the giant’s chest. Amelia’s spear and Veronica’s lightning bolt streaked through the air beside it, and as Mistress Blossom’s green-lit creeping plants reached the spot, the four elemental spells combined.

      A blaze of light washed out over the square, and the thunderous boom of the combined spells was deafening. The giant stumbled to its knees, as chunks of ice, stone, and earth fell off his legs, his chest, and his sides. I ran forward, my blazing sword at my side.

      This might be my only chance.

      I leaped high into the air, landing on the giant’s shoulders as he vainly tried to haul himself back up. His head was as big as my whole upper body, and his eyes were small and blazed like emerald gemstones deep in his rocky face. A gaping mouth snapped vainly at me as I grabbed the edge of one eye socket and plunged my flaming sword into his eye.

      The sword sank into the emerald eye up to the hilt, and the eye went dark. The giant howled in pain, and I did it again, this time into the second eye. He spasmed, bucking like an angry ox, and I yanked my sword out of his eye and leaped backward as bits of stone and earth began to peel off him and crash to the ground. His bellowing dulled as, piece by piece, he lost his shape and became a formless pile of stone and dirt. I lay on the ground, looking up at the collapse of the monster. His great head was the last to go, exploding into a million fragments with a bang like a stone breaking in a fire.

      As I staggered to my feet, the vines reached up and gathered the great pile of stone and dirt together, then dragged it down into the bosom of the earth. The flagstones shuffled back into place. Green light shone brightly from between them for a moment, then went out.

      I looked around. The rain lessened and stopped as Mistress Blossom, Jacques, Amelia, and Veronica walked toward me, smiling. My head was spinning with the amount of Mana I had consumed, but that would pass in a moment.

      The clouds parted, and a shaft of sunlight blazed down, illuminating the rain-washed battlefield as the townsfolk began to reappear from the tavern and the sidestreets.

      Brightwater and Governor Arnold had been saved from the wrath of the Arcanist.

      We had won.
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      The sunlight gleamed on the rain-washed courtyard, and I stood still, feeling my Mana regenerate. When my head started feeling normal again, I looked at my companions and drew the Mana back from my Elemental blade, transforming it back into a humble tattooing dagger.

      Amelia and Veronica embraced me.

      “Thank you, both of you,” I said as they pressed their cheeks against mine and held me tight. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      Mistress Blossom looked a bit unsteady, but she also claimed a hug.

      “That was impressive work at the end of the battle!” I said to her.

      “I’m just glad I was able to help,” she replied. “We saved the people of Brightwater because of you.”

      We hadn’t saved them yet. I was sure retribution would be coming because of what had happened here today, but we could talk about that later.

      “Where’s my hug?” Jacques asked. He was covered in dirt and blood, his arms wide and a grin on his face. He had a long cut on his forehead which was leaking blood.

      I embraced my old friend, thumping him on the back then asking, “What happened to your face?”

      “Oh, this? Just a scratch.” He gestured to his wounded forehead and muttered something inaudible.

      “He accidentally hit himself in the head with his own sword, after he’d taken shelter in the tavern,” Mistress Blossom whispered to me. I nodded, trying not to laugh. That was Jacques; deadly grace in battle, clumsy as an ox afterward. I would not jibe my friend about it just now.

      Most of the villagers who had fled were now back in the square, gathered in front of the tavern. They were waiting for the doors to open. Some would need healing from the Mistress, but others I suspected were simply waiting for a beer to quench their thirst after the battle. They all looked shocked but happy at the events that had just happened.

      “Where is the Governor?” I asked Mistress Blossom. I hadn’t forgotten my quest; I still needed information from Arnold about Katlyn’s whereabouts.

      “Inside the tavern,” she said. “He took a few nasty knocks and had a bad scare, but he’s all right now. I’ll go get him, shall I?”

      “Good idea,” put in Jacques, “and while you’re in there, have a couple of your girls roll a barrel out here. We’re parched!”

      Mistress Blossom nodded seriously. “I’ll do that straight away.”

      “Look, William,” Veronica said, pointing to the steeple above the tavern as the Mistress disappeared inside the tavern. I followed to where she was pointing and saw vines growing around the steeple, lush and green, with white flowers blossoming.

      “Could that be an effect of the tattoo you gave the Mistress?” Amelia asked.

      “I can’t think of any other reason for those to be growing,” I said. “That’s the only thing that’s changed.”

      “As you suspected, the Beast Cores of those Centaurs must have given her more power than she had before,” Amelia said.

      It would be interesting to see what other effects these Beast Cores might have, and what additional effects Cores from other rare creatures might have. I banked the thought for later.

      “All right, that’s enough chatter,” Jacques interrupted. “I’m parched, and I think it’s time for a drink.”

      As he had requested, four barmaids came around the corner, rolling a beer barrel along the flagstones. Another followed behind, carrying a tray of mugs. Jacques rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

      “Let’s get this set up,” he said. “Give me a hand, William.”

      Together, we heaved the barrel onto one of the benches beside the tavern door, to allow him enough room to fit the mugs under the tap.

      The Mistress reappeared at the door, smiling, as Jacques took a couple of mugs from the barmaid and poured beers for all of us. Several of the villagers grumbled, but the Mistress assured them she would have the tavern open for business in a few minutes.

      We raised our mugs. I felt that this was a momentous occasion. “To the freedom of Brightwater!” I shouted, and everyone around us cheered as we each took a swig. I knew that was a sentiment they’d all be able to support right now.

      As we drank the refreshing brew and recovered our strength, I saw Arnold, the Governor, coming out from the tavern.

      He was of average height, gray-haired and balding, and dressed in fine clothes of dark purple, which were somewhat the worse for wear. His gold chain of office hung around his neck. He looked to be past middle-age, but all the same he appeared to possess significant physical strength. His frame was well-built and filled out. I suspected that in this region no one could afford to let themselves go.

      “Here’s the Governor,” said Mistress Blossom. “I’ll leave you to it while I get the tavern open.”

      “So good to see you, Arnie,” Jacques called out to the Governor as he approached. I was surprised at such familiarity. Did the Governor allow people here to call him by nicknames? Then I noticed the Governor grimace. Perhaps it was simply a bad habit of Jacques’s.

      “I have you to thank for rescuing me,” Arnold said, looking at me. “I truly can’t thank you enough; you saved me from a terrible fate.”

      “It was an honor for us all, sir,” I said.

      “But I must know,” Arnold said, “who are you, and how did you defeat the Arcanist?”

      “My name is William, and this is Amelia. You already know Veronica and my friend Jacques.”

      “A pleasure, I’m sure.” The Governor nodded to Amelia and me. “But you both seem to be unarmed except for your shortswords. How did you fight the monster? Surely those shortswords are not magical vectors? How did you work such powerful spells?”

      I chuckled at the question and extended my arms for Arnold to see. He grimaced momentarily as he saw my tattoos, and uncertainty clouded his brow.

      “I am an Ink Mage,” I said. “I can draw tattoos that allow the wearer to cast spells.”

      “Tattoos?” the Governor repeated. “But I thought only vagabonds wore such markings.”

      “That’s what the Arcanists want you to believe,” Amelia retorted hotly.

      I smiled at her zeal and put a hand on her shoulder, afraid she might attack the Governor then and there.

      “I also didn’t understand these markings properly until recently, sir,” I said. “But it seems that we have not been told the truth about them. These runes allow me to cast magic; they don’t seem to be the domain of common vagabonds anymore.”

      “Think of it this way,” Amelia explained, a little more calmly this time. “Ink Mages can cast magic without any kind of interference from the Arcanists, which threatens their monopoly. You saw today what the Arcanists will do to protect that.”

      “You make an interesting point. I’ve never heard of such a thing as an ... Ink Mage before.” The Governor paused to consider.

      I heard some of the bystanders whispering the name Ink Mage too. It seemed this would be big news beyond Brightwater before long.

      “I’m not the only one who’s special,” I said, my voice getting louder. “These women you see before me, including your beloved Mistress of the Sticks and Stones Tavern, are Rune Sorcerers.”

      This name caused more whispers among the bystanders.

      “A fetching title,” Governor Arnold said. “So, my life and the lives of all Brightwater’s peoples were saved by an Ink Mage and his Rune Sorcerers?”

      “That’s correct,” I said. “But I’m the last of my kind, so you can call me the Ink Mage.”

      “The Ink Mage,” Arnold said quietly, pondering the title. “Well, you have given me much to think on. I am more prepared to trust you rather than the vultures who try to take what little we earn to fund their slave industry in the mines. I think you all deserve a reward for the bravery you showed today.”

      “If I may, sir,” I began.

      “Please, call me Arnold.”

      “Not Arnie?” Jacques asked, with a grin. “Are you sure?”

      The Governor sighed. I suspected he’d had to put up with this for a while now.

      “If I may, Arnold,” I continued. “There’s only one reward that really matters to me right now.”

      “And what would that be? If it is within my power to grant it, I will do so.”

      “A woman who is dear to me has been taken to the mines as a slave.”

      The Governor’s face clouded. “I am terribly sorry to hear that. I’m afraid there’s not much that can be done at this point. The Arcanists guard their mines jealously. Many of the slaves who get sent there are Elementally Sensitive. Far too valuable to be allowed to escape.”

      I felt a knot of despair forming in my stomach. I knew this would be difficult, but the Governor’s words were only making me fear the worst.

      Veronica spoke up. “If I may, Arnold, we know that you have the records of transactions in Brightwater. This woman’s caravan was seen passing through Brightwater only a few days ago.”

      “Ah,” Arnold said. “That may perhaps be a different matter then.”

      “Are you able to find out for us which mine she was being taken to?” Veronica asked.

      “That’s the one reward I really need for what we did here today,” I said.

      “I can certainly do that for you,” Arnold said. “I do whatever I can to hinder this disgusting trade in slaves; secretly, of course.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I will retrieve that information for you shortly. In the meantime, however, I would nonetheless like to offer you a reward from the stores the Arcanist brought in his retinue. He brought with him many Beast Cores, as well as his leaving his own magical items behind. Please, see what may be of use to you. With the taxes that we can recover from his caravan, we are amply compensated for anything you may see fit to take with you.”

      The Governor briefly spoke with a couple of villagers and sent them to fetch the wagon with the Arcanist’s supplies.

      “Thank you, Arnold,” I said. “The Beast Cores will be especially valuable to me. I can use them to enhance our strength with new tattoos.”

      “In that case, all the better,” Arnold said with a grim smile. “I have a feeling you will need all the strength you can get to face the Arcanists before long.”

      “As will you. Surely word will reach them of what has happened today before long,” I said.

      “I’m afraid it will. Brightwater has been a quiet bastion of resistance to tyranny for many years now. It’s been a long time since they received taxes from us, although this is one of the most valuable regions to tax, since it profits from the trade in the mines. Many of the other towns peppered throughout the north have succumbed to the will of the Arcanists, but Brightwater remained steadfast. Evidently the Arcanists have finally turned their attention to us, and it may not be long before we begin seeing more of them.”

      “Whatever happens,” I said, “I will not leave Brightwater to suffer alone for standing up to tyrants. I will do what I can to help you fight for your freedom.”

      “I’m sure I speak on behalf of the people of Brightwater when I say that we are all grateful for your courageous assistance.”

      A handful of villagers nearby cheered as they overheard these words. The rest appeared to be preoccupied with getting into the tavern.

      The men who had gone to fetch the wagon with the Arcanist’s supplies returned.

      “If you will excuse me,” Arnold said, “I will go and find the information about which mine your friend has been taken to. There ought only to have been one caravan passing through here to the mines in the last week, so it won’t take me long to find, provided my assistant made the entry correctly.”

      My gut clenched as he said that. If the entry were incorrect, we might never be able to find Katlyn.

      “I hope you find it,” I said.

      “You will know soon enough,” said Arnold. “In the meantime, please, peruse the wares in this wagon and take whatever will be of assistance to you.”

      The Governor left and walked to the trading house nearby. We all went over to the wagon to see what was inside. It was mostly filled with chests of gold, the tax money taken from the people of Brightwater. I could see why they were happy about our help. The Arcanist had taken a lot of gold.

      Aside from that, we found his collection of Beast Cores and some magical equipment. The equipment appeared to be Maximillian's own personal equipment, whatever he hadn’t worn into battle. It all had a Nature affinity. I decided to give it to the Mistress to look after. If I ever gained a Nature affinity, it was possible that the equipment could be useful to me later, though I still wasn’t sure if I could use equipment, or how it compared with tattoos.

      We took all the Beast Cores. They all had Fire, Cold, or Lightning affinity. Either these were more common elements for monsters, or the Arcanist we’d killed came from a mine where these were prevalent. I looked forward to being able to give my whole team upgrades.

      As we finished going through the items in the Arcanist’s wagon, the Governor returned from the Trading House. This was it. I hoped he could give us good news.

      “My assistant made the correct entry yesterday,” Arnold began, “and I was able to determine which mine Katlyn is being taken to.”

      We all audibly sighed with relief.

      “The bad news is, she is being taken to Blackrock Mines.”

      Veronica and Jacques gasped.

      “I’m sorry,” the Governor said.

      “What’s significant about Blackrock Mines?” Amelia asked, voicing my question.

      “Those mines are the most brutal toward slaves,” Veronica explained. “No one has been known to survive more than a few weeks in that place. The taskmasters are vicious, and the monsters are dangerous. It seems that your friend was. . . ” He paused to correct himself. “. . . is an Elemental Sensitive. All the slaves taken to Blackrock are Sensitives.”

      Arnold’s words confirmed for me that Katlyn must have been an Elemental Sensitive. If she had the Fire affinity, that would explain how I’d unlocked it. I hoped I could get to her in time to get answers to these questions. And to rescue her of course.

      “How far away are these mines?” I asked.

      “About three days walk,” Arnold explained. “Five days for a caravan of wagons. I’d offer you horses to ride, but I’m afraid we don’t have any to spare. We generally don’t use them, since the roads around here are so rough. Ox-drawn wagons are the only common transportation, but they’re so slow that you’ll be quicker walking. If you hurry, you may still be able to catch up to the wagons.”

      The caravan already had a head start, and I assumed that closer to the mines it would be harder to attack a caravan of slavers without attracting the attention of the Arcanists as well.

      But that wasn’t going to stop me. I would do everything in my power to save Katlyn.

      “Thank you for your help,” I said to Arnold.

      “Thank you,” he replied. “You have saved us all from a menace in that Arcanist, and I’m glad to help you on your journey. I hope you are successful.”

      We said goodbye to the Governor, then stopped outside the Sticks and Stones Tavern. Standing by the door was Sophie, the barmaid, and she was kind enough to fetch the Mistress for us. A number of tavern patrons crowded to the door when they heard that we were leaving as well.

      The Mistress looked troubled when she heard that Katlyn was being sent to Blackrock Mines. “I do hope you can free her. While you are gone, I will seek out the whereabouts of the seer who can help you understand the prophecy. As soon as I do, I will find you.”

      “How will you find me?” I asked.

      “Don’t you worry about that; nature speaks to me.” She turned to the barmaid, who was still standing outside by the door. “Sophie, please fetch the satchels I prepared for our guests.”

      “You’re very kind, Mistress Blossom,” I said.

      “Not at all. You have been delightful guests; it’s been a true pleasure hosting you.”

      The way she intoned the word pleasure made me smile. “It’s been a pleasure for us too,” I said.

      “I know it has.” She gave a knowing nod to Veronica and me.

      Veronica reddened slightly.

      Sophie returned, bringing the satchels the Mistress had prepared for us. There were three of them, which Amelia, Veronica, and Jacques wore. I wore the rucksack with Amelia’s book and the Beast Cores inside.

      “This should be enough food and drink for a couple of weeks,” Mistress Blossom said. “I do hope I will have news of the seer in a matter of days. When I do, I’ll want to see Katlyn by your side, William.” She gave me a stern look.

      “I’ll find her,” I promised.

      Several of the villagers standing outside the tavern raised their beers as we hitched our packs onto our backs and prepared to leave. “Three cheers for the Ink Mage!” they shouted. We smiled and waved. It was good to know we would be welcome in Brightwater again.

      Just as I was about to turn and walk away, Mistress Blossom suddenly left the doorway of the tavern and ran over to me. I turned, wondering if there was something she’d forgotten to say. Instead, she put her arms round me, stood on tiptoe, and planted a warm, firm kiss on my lips.

      “What was that for?” I asked, smiling.

      She smiled back. “Just something to make sure you know this isn’t goodbye.”

      I laughed at the obvious suggestion in her eyes. “I don’t even know your first name yet!”

      She looked me straight in the eye. “Not many people do. Usually, I’m just known as the Mistress, but for you I’ll make an exception.”

      Then she leaned in and whispered her name in my ear. Her sweet-scented breath was warm on my skin. “Lucy,” she whispered, then broke the embrace and stepped back toward the tavern.

      I smiled. For some reason, I had expected her to have a more nature-based first name, something flowery like Plum, or Rose.

      “Lucy,” I repeated, under my breath. I was glad this wouldn’t be goodbye to the Mistress.

      My companions fell in beside me as we made our way to the north gate and left Brightwater behind us. The day was turning bright and clear, and we could see the road winding away from us, curving around the lakes and ascending up into the mountains.

      “I must say, I’m looking forward to our first adventure as a team,” Jacques said.

      “It is good not to be fighting alone, this time,” Veronica added.

      “We can finally rescue Katlyn,” Amelia said. “And solve the mysteries of the prophecy, and the escaping monsters in the mines.”

      It was good to have a team like this by my side.

      I was looking forward to upgrading my own skills and those of my women as we ventured into dangerous, unknown territory. But that wasn’t my primary thought as we made our way northward.

      Mana burned in me, and my tattoos tingled with each step I took. My magic was bubbling beneath the surface, like a boiling cauldron, waiting to be unleashed on the slavers who had captured Katlyn.

      End of Book 1

      Thanks for reading! If you’d like to see the sequel to Ink Mage, the best thing you can do is leave a review, letting me know that you want another book! You can Click here to review on Amazon.
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