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Author’s Notes

This book was completed and published back in 2017. It was a mammoth of a book originally designed to be a standalone in a series of standalones. That idea went by the wayside as the characters demanded more of their tale to be told and the Spellster Universe expanded into multiple series.

This version is not a complete rewrite of the original 310k story. Large sections are still intact, but splitting the old version in two has allowed for the addition of a pov as well as numerous other tweaks.

 

Content Warnings: This book is intended for adult audiences. It contains extreme graphic violence, mass murder (including of children) and war, multiple sex scenes (involving men or women) of varying length and explicitness.

 

Trigger Warnings: Biphobia, mental and physical abuse, threats and mentions of rape, PTSD, depiction of suicide, mentions/depictions of kidnapping & sex trafficking.
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Tracker strained to hear anything unusual over the rhythmic beat of his horse’s gait. He leant forward in his saddle as they trotted down the road as if the adjustment in his seating would help. Nothing stood in his way but empty road, the dirt compacted by centuries of use and baking under the noonday sun. A troubling sight after the throng of fleeing travellers he’d passed a few hours ago.

He searched the trees crowding either side of the road, on the lookout for any threats lurking in the shadows. That proved just as fruitless as he had expected. Above the trees ahead, just visible through the canopy of lush green, a thin coil of smoke reached for the clouds.

He’d felt the blast long before he saw smoke. A sudden intense flare of power that halted as abruptly as it began. The classic sign of a spellster reacting on instinct, putting their all into one attack.

That sensation had also been prior to encountering those fleeing from the source. Those travellers had spoken tales of fire and unfettered magic. He had hoped they had seen wrong, that fear and imagination had exaggerated their memories. But whilst farmers and merchants were more skittish than the average mercenary troupe when it came to the unexpected, they were seldom wrong about the damage a spellster wrought.

A breeze ruffled through the trees, it toyed with the leaves, grasses and his many dangling earrings with equal ease. A slightly stronger puff cooled his brow, refreshing if not for the hint of wood smoke and charred flesh.

Frowning, he drew his horse to a halt. That aroma alone wasn’t a cause for concern. There could be any number of reasons behind it. A travelling party’s campfire. A farmhouse’s hearth. A robbing gone wrong.

In this case, he knew the cause had to be magic.

His horse jogged sideways in the middle of the road. Tracker growled under his breath at the animal. Lullaby was no less a stranger to death than himself, but the wind continued to spread the smell, growing stronger with every gust.

Tracker cupped a hand to his face, hoping to block out most of the smell, and peered through the gap the road cut through the canopy trees. The thin plume of black smoke he had followed seemed to have vanished. It had been barely perceptive even to his elven sight.

He gave a tentative sniff, trying to gauge how close the site of such smoke was. The wind carried notes of charred wood and a familiar oiliness he tried not to think about.

His hand had been the one to set precious cargo—a young girl of only ten—on a wagon heading on a weeks-long journey to Dvärghem. The merchants had accepted his coin, had sworn that their guards were enough security to ward off bandits.

But if the girl had felt threatened enough to reveal herself as a spellster, to attack with all her might, then the merchants were clearly wrong.

He kneed his horse forward. The animal baulked at the instruction, clearly sensing his rider’s own hesitation in heading towards the scent.

Tracker could’ve turned away. He didn’t want to investigate, to witness the destruction he dreaded was behind what he sensed. It might not have been his first death caused by magic, but he had witnessed his fill of it in the past month.

However, his training as a King’s Hound compelled him to do his duty. To ensure the dangerous spellster, the child, was secured or dead.

It didn’t help that he knew the truth, could feel in the air that the source behind such magic was long gone. Dead or fleeing beyond the range of his senses. A part of him remained optimistic on it being the latter. Clinging to that hope was the only way he could move closer.

He hadn’t given the spellster any orders, but the shroud of blame cloaked him regardless. If he hadn’t put her on that wagon, then any destruction she had wrought, any casualties, would never have happened.

They marched hesitantly closer. The road rose, taking the easy path around the rubble of what he guessed was an ancient outpost. Dozens of such places dotted the kingdom, relics of a time when spellsters once ruled.

His gaze lingered on the slabs of stone. Could bandits have sheltered there? Had they snuck up on the merchants, seeing the wagon as easy prey?

Cresting the rise, he drew his horse to a halt.

The remains of a covered wagon stood in the middle of the road, the arches that once supported canvas laid bare like charred ribs. The unfortunate beasts tasked with hauling the wagon had suffered the same fate.

People lay scattered about the wagon. Armed and not. It was hard to determine whether the weapons were wielded by friend or foe. Perhaps both.

A part of him had hoped it to be an illusion, a skill the girl had been so good at that the tower overseers had wanted to send a child into war. She couldn’t fool him, nor any other of the King’s Hounds, but it didn’t stop the wistful longing. He had promised to keep her safe, to do what her guardian had risked imprisonment for.

But the fact that he—a King’s Hound, immune to magic—saw the aftermath of the chaos, only meant it was real.

And he had put her here.

He hung his head. I am sorry. He should’ve tried harder, thought of a better way to get her beyond Demarn’s borders to lands where her magic, her ability to craft illusions, wouldn’t see her thrown into a war as the overseers in the spellster tower had planned.

The breeze continued to shiver through the trees. It kicked up ash and dust, sending the gritty powder every which way. Along with the stench of charred flesh. Be it cattle or humanoid, it all smelt the same.

His horse snorted. The animal’s senses were stronger and the foulness in the air choked Tracker’s throat.

They circled the wagon until the wind was at their backs. It didn’t matter what angle he took in the disaster, the level of destruction was all the same. The lingering taste of magic permeated the stench. He scanned the site, looking for any sign that the spellster responsible somehow still lived.

The scorching on the ground suggested the source had burnt hot and fast, snuffing itself just as quickly as it had begun, taking allies alongside enemies. There was a definite ring shape to the blast, radiating from within the wagon. A child’s fear response. Or perhaps an act done in anger to the violence they witnessed to kind people.

It would’ve been quick. The wagon’s interior would’ve succumbed in a blink. The cattle seared in a single breath. People thrown off their feet by the blast and cooked where they lay.

It should never have gotten that far.

Dismounting, Tracker crept closer. He didn’t expect anything to erupt from the site’s charred bones, but approaching in any other manner felt wrong.

The bodies on the outer circle bore mismatched armour and weapons that, even negating the fresh layer of soot coating them, had seen better days. He nudged one with his boot. The leather padding their shoulder gave with a dry crackle. Definitely bandits. At least they couldn’t hurt anyone further.

Tracker ground his teeth. His fingers flexed, balling and opening. He irrationally wished for one of the bastards to still be alive, if only to become an outlet to enact the rage bubbling inside him.

He didn’t come across scenes like this very often, few were brave or foolish enough to take on a spellster, but when he did, the irrationality of it all had him wanting to add to the violence. To beat sense into those who had instigated this outcome, who had driven a quiet spellster, a child, to the point where this happened.

As one of the King’s Hounds, charged with hunting spellsters, he was meant to encourage the rumours of their dangers amongst the populace. It left people wary of harbouring those with even a suspicion of magic.

And this?

It hadn’t been her fault, but that wouldn’t matter. Who would care to hear the truth? Not his mistress, nor the kingdom.

Rumours of this attack would spread, the blame placed on her shoulders. Just another dangerous spellster. Another precautionary tale added to the pile, painting this little girl as a monster, even though she hadn’t been looking to destroy lives.

Closer to the wagon, the bodies became less identifiable. He could speculate that the ones bearing swords were once guards, but the driver or the other passengers could’ve easily taken up arms against an attack. The only figure he could be certain of was the small frame of charred bones sitting in what remained of the wagon.

Her hand still clung to the throwing knife he had gifted her, the same one she had plucked from the air during his pursuit. In the scant few days they had travelled together, she begged him to teach her how to use the blade. He had remained unrelenting until the last, teaching her a few moves that would help in close combat.

Had she been preparing herself to fight? To die?

Wrapping her remains in his cloak, he hauled her from the wagon. It would take hours for him to bury all these people on his own, time he couldn’t spare. He was meant to burn spellster remains to ash, but he couldn’t bring himself to do that either.

The ground was hard, baked by the summer heat. Still, he beat at the earth, chopping it up with a bandit’s sword, before his search amongst their weapons brought up a metal buckler. He used the small shield as a shovel, piling the dirt high on either side. The hole didn’t have to be big—the girl had been a typical elven child, short and slight—but he needed the hole to be deep to keep the wildlife from digging her up.

He had tried to do the right thing, even abandoning the code every King’s Hound was raised to follow. The girl had left the tower unleashed, that should’ve meant her death. But she’d been so young and following at her guardian’s heels, just as she likely had done since she could walk.

The tower still held her guardian. The overseers had sent him after the child, unaware that he already knew what his prey was, had met her and her guardian whilst they fled the tower. He had helped stage the girl’s death. Although, with her illusions, his part had been small.

He should’ve done more. Should’ve escorted her to the border himself.

It would’ve been risky. All it would’ve taken was for another hound to come upon them, to pull enough threads together. Tracker would’ve been routed. Branded a bad dog. Punished to the point of begging for death.

All for trying to keep a child away from the battlefront.

With the hole completed, Tracker tossed the buckler to one side and reached for the girl. He gently lowered her in, pausing only to tuck his cloak securely around her as though she only slept. He laid the knife atop the bundle. It would do her no good now, but she deserved to enter the afterlife with something.

He scooped the dirt back into the hole, muttering a soft prayer as he worked. The temple songs of his youth often spoke of the gods looking kindly upon those who died in battle. He hoped it was true. She might not have fought off these bandits with steel and muscle, but she definitely had a warrior’s heart.

He liked to think his daughter would’ve been the same.

With the girl buried, Tracker got to his feet. He dusted the dirt from his hands and returned to his horse. The threat he’d been sent to contain had nullified itself. There was nothing to be done here beyond giving the rest of these people a respectful burial. The King’s Hound stationed at Oldmarsh could see to that. Whisper did little else beyond sit in his cosy outpost and relay messages to elsewhere in the kingdom, having him oversee a few city guards would at least get the man off his backside.

Mounting his horse, Tracker took one last look at the site, hoping with all his heart that it would somehow vanish like a winter mist and reveal the girl to be safe.

When the site refused to bend to his prayers, he turned his back on it and resumed his journey back the way he had come. It was going to take him over a week to get back on the right road, and a few more days of hard riding to return to his original task. He should’ve been in Toptower by now. He had passed the border city in his travels almost a month ago, had spent just as long trying to reach it, the multiple diversions along the way only pulling him further from the village.

If this diversion led him to finding the trail cold once he arrived? The mistress wouldn’t be pleased. The messages to deal with such threats were rarely to any specific hound, but to the first to scour the village reports.

It had just been him and rumours always came second to an identifiable threat. What else could he have done but answer them? Allow one spellster to steal village children at treat them as though they were her personal larder? Let another wander free whilst drawing more innocent people into her web?

If it led to this rumoured spellster slipping through his grasp, he would simply have to bear the punishment. He wasn’t a stranger to that.

It might even be the final blow that saw him travelling down the winding river of the afterlife. The gods had to know he was getting too old for this life. Those amongst the King’s Hounds rarely made old bones and he had suffered through three decades. Even if it meant the sweet, soul-destroying embrace of Aerona the Executioner, he was prepared to face her.

To face death.
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Dylan strode through the lower levels of the tower. The evening bell that sent the majority of its residents scurrying to their quarters had chimed some time ago, leaving the hallways empty save for a few servants and the occasional straggler. He passed them all in silence, giving a brief nod to the former and overtly ignoring the latter. The servants replied in kind, his fellow spellsters seemed even more intent on paying no heed to his presence.

If this were any other time of the day, he would’ve dared to ask if they’d seen the petite elf he searched for. But evening seemed specially crafted for secrets. Acknowledgement of another meant placing your fate in their hands for good or ill, and the guardians—for all their encouragement of spellsters living a proper life—had rather different views on what was considered as right.

Where are you, Ness? He had already searched her quarters and the library. Maybe, given the late hour, she was off having some fun of her own. Like I should be having right now. He shook his head. So the woman he had attempted to woo wasn’t interested in some meaningless fun… with him, anyway. Being bitter over it wasn’t going to change her mind or anything else.

A shape moved in the dark, the faint outline of a person, their head turning to watch him. Another guardian. He had passed several in his travels. Whether they were the deliciously dark hulks in leather armour or the softer figures in grey uniforms bearing the king’s emblem, he couldn’t remember a time when there hadn’t been guardians about, watching their every move, forever protecting them from the outside.

He rounded a corner and spied a familiar figure scurrying down the hall like the world was about to end. Nestria, his long-time friend and occasional lover.

“Ness!”

The pause in her steps was the only acknowledgement he got. Dylan hitched up the skirts of his robe and hastened to catch up with her. She seemed especially lively tonight. The utter disarray of her usually immaculate bun of brown hair didn’t help. What has she been up to? Especially when it left her in such a state.

“I’ve been looking all over for you, my delectable dear.” Dylan flashed his most charming smile, the one she always liked, and gently brushed back one of the frizzy wisps curling about her long, pointed ears. “You know, I was thinking that—”

“Turned you down, did she?” His friend grinned up at him, her hurried pace turning leisurely as they veered into the hallways leading to the tower’s duelling arena. They’d been playing this game for well over a decade now, spending time in each other’s company when other options weren’t viable, so it hardly surprised him to have her jump straight to the point.

He hung his head, shaking it slightly to let dark tangles of hair fall across his face, and peered at her through the strands. “Apparently, she’s not into tall men.” He grimaced. “Or humans, for that matter.”

The wrinkles collecting at the corners of Nestria’s large eyes deepened. Without a pause in her step, she tipped onto her toes and patted his cheek. “Poor baby. I did try to warn you.”

Dylan shrugged. He’d already assumed her reaction was a possibility before propositioning her. But what harm was there in asking? “The worst she could’ve done was refuse.” Loudly. Whilst telling him what a monster he was for even thinking that way about her.

Nestria wrinkled her nose, the tip twitching like a rabbit’s. “She’s done far worse than that.”

He didn’t doubt it. “So…” He leant into her, nudging her shoulder with his elbow. “I’m pretty certain there’s a vacant storeroom nearby. How about you and me go do a little snuggling? I’ll do that ice trick you like so much.”

Her nose twitched again, this time deliberately. “As much as I love being your fallback option, I’ve got plans.”

“Oh?” They’d come to a halt at last, having passed several closed doors to stop at the massive entrance that opened out into the duelling arena. He looked about the hallway. No one else was waiting. “Who with?”

“Mary’s—”

“Ness!” Dylan gasped. “Mary? Well, well.” He grinned and barrelled on. “I knew she was a client of your own gorgeous gender, but I’d no idea you were as well. Why if I had—”

“By the gods!” She punctuated each word with a slap of his arm. “Stop storing your mind in your smallclothes for once.” The already delicate pink hue of her cheeks grew steadily pinker as she spoke, whether from anger, embarrassment or a mixture of both, he wasn’t sure. “And, if you ever want to get into mine again, you’ll hold your tongue before insinuating I’m indecisive, even as a jest.”

He bowed his head apologetically.

“Mary’s guardian—” She held up a finger as he went to open his mouth, the gleam of impending death in her eyes warning him back into silence. “—has convinced the overseers to grant us full sanction to use the duelling arena for her experiment.” Those big brown eyes widened further, brimming with childlike glee.

Mary, he mused, rubbing his chin. The woman was one of the few alchemists within the tower, not at all strong in the usual magical feats attributed to the typical spellster. What was she working on? “Is this so she can test her theory about the dog metal?” That had been the rumour, he was sure of it. Something big, too. 

He absently toyed with the tuft of hair growing beneath his bottom lip. If he could just remember what that theory was.

“Dog metal?” Nestria echoed, her lips flattening in a failed effort to contain her amusement. “You’ve spent far too much time listening to Sulin. But yes, because of that. She swears the shield is stable, but hurling magic at a piece of infitialis—” She slowly spoke each syllable of the metal’s name as if he’d never heard of the stuff. “—this size could be dangerous.”

He knew that. Sharing a room for over a decade with one of the most adept alchemists in the tower had left him with a far better idea of the metal they worked with than most spellsters. Sulin often spoke of how the infitialis ore had to be coaxed into a stable state via weeks of careful manipulation.

But he’d never heard of anyone crafting an entire shield from it before.

“So Mary’s using you as the ammunition.” Stood to reason that a test of how much damage the metal could handle would be best achieved by getting one of the strongest spellsters to blast it. No half measures. Brave that, considering he’d heard of even worked metal exploding for no apparent reason. Maybe he had misjudged Mary when he’d labelled her as a bit on the meek side for his tastes.

Dylan peered over Nestria’s head—not a difficult thing when the elf barely came to his shoulder—as she opened one of the twin doors. Try as he might, he couldn’t spot the other woman within the arena’s confinement. “Has she got someone to play target?”

Nestria shook her head. “She’s fixing it to one of the practice blocks right now. The overseers won’t allow another living being to participate until they’ve seen the first tests.” She grinned at him, barring the doorway with one arm. Those brown eyes sparkled a warning of mischief if he dared attempt passage. “That also includes no unsanctioned spectators.”

“Well, then.” He bowed low, flashing another smile. He hadn’t any desire to get on the wrong side of the overseers’ attention. People who did that tended to vanish. “I shall leave you and your darling cohort to your work. Don’t blow up anything you’re not meant to.”

“Oh, Dylan?” she called as he turned to leave. “If you’re so terribly desperate for company, you could always try the woman who’s recently returned from the front lines.”

“Very funny.” He glared at her over his shoulder, the seriousness on her face turning the rest of him. There’s actually a leashed spellster in the tower? “Why’s she here?” Only the leashed ever stepped foot outside of the tower confines and when they did, it was to serve the king’s army. They didn’t return. Not unless it’s to compare against prospective recruits. And yet, his guardian hadn’t given any indication of casualties on the front line that would necessitate new spellsters.

“There was a new call for fresh spellsters just last week. All the adept fighters are competing for the honour to join the king’s army tomorrow.” Nestria leant her head on the door edge and frowned. “Didn’t your guardian tell you? Again?”

No, she did not. But then his guardian spent a lot of time dissuading him from the very thought of ever leaving the tower. “Ah, you know Tricia. Everything outside is hell-bent on killing me.” He made a display of wrinkling his nose. “Still, I think I’ll give visiting a leashed spellster a pass. Call me crazy, but I do enjoy a little magical reciprocation and I’d rather not have to speak with whoever has control over her power to get it.”

“You debauched monster,” Nestria teased.

“Guilty. Utterly so.” He waved his hands at her in a shooing motion. “Go. Before Mary yells at you.” He cupped a hand around his mouth and whispered loudly, “I hear she can be quite the sharp-tongued one.”

She giggled into her balled hand. “Off with you, then, or I’ll be sure to blame you for making me late.”

He clutched at his chest, feigning injury. “You wound me, good lady.”

The giggling increased in volume, muffled only by her heavy, cream-coloured sleeves. “Mary’ll do much more if you’re the reason we have to reschedule.”

“Does that mean you’d then be free?” Dylan winked at her less-than-serious glare. “Try not to vaporise too much of the arena, my dear.” The tower had a number of smaller training arenas, but nothing else that could handle a pair of strong spellsters fighting in earnest.

She waved him away, grinning, before vanishing behind the thick door.

Whistling to himself, he strolled back along the hallway. Nestria wasn’t the most confident spellster when it came to combat techniques, preferring to go on the defensive even when her guardian gave her full sanction to attack. Still, she’d have fun. What spellster wouldn’t enjoy a night of unleashing their full abilities upon a harmless object?

He frowned as he ascended the stairway leading to the senior quarters. Well, maybe not that harmless. The last he heard of Mary’s theory was through Sulin. The man hadn’t been convinced that what she planned was entirely safe. But if the overseers have sanctioned it… They wouldn’t let any spellster do something dangerous.

She’s strong. Dylan knew that through experience, being one of the few Nestria actively chose to spar with. Although he’d yet to meet a willing opponent that could match him the last time he’d stepped into a duelling arena, she came close. Would if she’d put just a little more effort into her teachings. Still, if something went wrong, if the metal did explode, Nestria was fully capable of shielding herself.

A pity he hadn’t known about it sooner. He was a bit rusty with some of the stronger attacks, preferring to spend his free time researching the texts of the lost dwarven culture, but he could’ve given the overseers a proper display of battle tactics. Maybe it would’ve been enough to convince them to let him compete.

Was it too late to join? There was much about his magic that made him eligible. He’d a fair grasp of battle spells. Perhaps not as fresh as those who trained daily, but there was also his flair for healing, which should be helpful on the front line and an instant mark in his favour.

He flexed his fingers, trying not to let them clench. Why hadn’t Tricia told him? Yes, it would mean being fitted with one of those collars and having his magical abilities suppressed until ordered to use them. But it was his only chance of having a life beyond the tower and its walls. He could actually walk through the forests and fields he’d only ever seen out the tower windows.

For that chance, he would suffer being leashed.

“It’s rather late for you to be up,” a familiar voice said, pulling him out of his musing.

His head snapped up. Tricia, his personal guardian, stood at the top of the stairs. He took in the crossed arms, accompanied by the measured tapping of her foot, and swallowed. “Mother,” he murmured, giving her a small bow.

She wasn’t his actual parent, despite having raised him from birth. No spellster was allowed to have direct responsibility for their own child. He doubted his parents even knew which of the countless spellster children was theirs any more than he knew which couple had been responsible for his creation.

By the quirk in Tricia’s pursed lips, humouring him was not on her agenda. “You should be in bed, young man.”

Dylan scrunched his shoulders, trying to look as small as possible as he climbed the remaining steps between them. “I was talking to Ness.”

His guardian harrumphed. “I swear, that girl is nothing but trouble for you.”

He smiled to himself. If his childhood friend’s ramblings were anything to go by, Nestria’s guardian often said the same thing of him.

Having joined Tricia on the landing, he resumed trudging through the hallway to his quarters. As he expected, his guardian followed, silently ensuring he made it there. Perfect. “Did you know Mary’s trying out her theory on the infitialis metal?”

“Yes.” Her lips twisted sourly. The deep brown scar marring the plumpness of her left cheek darkened further. “Her guardian is far too lenient with her, but the overseers have decided.”

They walked for a while, the hallways solely theirs. Unlike the lower quarters where the children and servants slept, guardian presence here, especially at night, was limited to those who’d had a hand in raising the spellsters sleeping here, all on the basis that they’d done a proper job in instilling the right rules into their charges.

He rubbed the back of his neck, trying to think of a suitable way to broach the subject of the impending competition. “I heard there’s a leashed spellster in residence.”

Tricia gave a noncommittal mumble. Such a response was unsurprising. Any time someone mentioned life beyond the tower walls, especially the decades-long war they had with the Udynean Empire or the people they sent to fight on the border, she seemed to prefer ignoring the issue.

“Ness says they’re looking for recruits and I… was thinking of competing?”

She came to an abrupt halt and stared up at him, completely horrified. “You want to leave the tower? Have you heard nothing I’ve told you over the years?” Tricia threw up her hands. “It’s a dangerous world out there. This tower is your home and you want to just… leave?”

“No, I…” No spellster could ever just leave. They needed to be leashed first and that took overseer permission. Trying otherwise meant spending a lifetime being hunted by the king’s hounds. “I want to join the king’s army.”

“Child, you don’t know what you’re asking.” Her calloused and wrinkled hands cupped his face. “You know why we keep your kind here.”

He rolled his eyes. It was a long time since he had been a child. The better part of nineteen years, in fact. Whilst most of the other guardians stopped keeping a tight rein on their charges long before they neared their third decade, Tricia seemed intent on mothering him into his old age. “Of course I know,” he mumbled. “It’s to keep us safe. But I—”

She pinched his cheek. “Precisely. Now let’s get you to bed.” Turning him, she sent him walking down the hallway with a pat on the backside.

“But I’m good,” he pressed. “You know I am. Let me enter, let me fight, and I’ll show the overseers how much of an asset I could be to the army’s ranks.” He was certain her reluctance in having him leave had been the reason behind why they hadn’t let him compete the last time they came looking for spellsters to beef up their numbers. If he let her do it again, he’d never get the chance.

At his back, his guardian scoffed. “A little thing like you?”

Little? He towered over her, over most people. It had been that way ever since he’d hit adolescence. Once, that distinct trait had led him to believe one of the few towering guardians could’ve been responsible for his birth. A theory he’d abandoned several years ago after stumbling upon the man in question with another man.

“Just look at you,” Tricia went on. She squeezed his biceps, almost nonexistent compared to the toned and muscular arms of the guardians. “How long do you think you’d last out in the world?” She snorted. “A day at the most, I would think.”

True, he lacked a good deal in some quarters, like physical strength, but his magic was always there to take up the slack. That was what the overseers would judge him by. “But—”

“That’s enough,” she snapped, grasping his arm and whirling him around to face her. “After everything I’ve taught you, how can you still wish to leave? You will swear to me that you won’t pursue this any further, is that understood?”

He sighed. “Yes, Mother.” If he could just get one overseer to consider him, then he wouldn’t need his guardian’s backing.

Tricia stroked his cheek. “It’s for your own good, dear. Your kind really should stay where they belong.”

Locked away. It made sense when he was younger. There was so much that could go wrong whilst they learnt to control their power. But he knew what he was doing. He wasn’t a danger to anyone who didn’t deserve a bolt up the arse.

“Honestly, I don’t know what’s gotten into you. You’ve put so much effort into deciphering the ancient dwarven texts and the overseers are immensely impressed with your latest find. How can you want to throw all that away to…?” She harrumphed again and shook her head. “Why?”

Dylan hung his head. Nothing he said, no matter the reasoning, would be enough to sway her. “I’m sorry, Mother.”

They completed the rest of their journey to his quarters in silence, bar the occasional mutter or huff from his guardian. They spoke their goodbyes, the words hollow and clinging to the familiarity of tradition.

He opened the door, almost colliding into his roommate who stood on the other side. Sulin stared, his eyes wide and mouth open, his hand still poised for the handle that’d just swung past his fingers. The usual richly dark shade of his skin had gained the ashen tinge of shock. Dylan was fairly certain it was Tricia’s presence and not his that was having an adverse effect on his friend.

Even though she wasn’t his friend’s guardian, Tricia wasted no time in turning her sharp eyes towards Sulin. “And just where did you think you were going, young man?”

“I was…” Those dark brown eyes flicked to Dylan’s face. Whatever the man saw in that second, the faint twitch of those angular brows spoke of him swiftly changing his mind. “Just on my way to inform you of how Dylan had not yet returned to his quarters.” There was a squeak to his voice, giving a harsh edge to the man’s usual undulating tone. “But I see that you have found him, so I no longer have a reason to leave this room.” His gaze returned to Dylan as he spoke those last few words. The amenable smile turned glassy, silently threatening a dozen painful deaths.

Grimacing an apology and nodding as his guardian said farewell once more, Dylan slipped into the room. Sulin might not deliver on his threats of violence, but he’d certainly mete out one hell of a tongue lashing.

Behind him, Sulin shut the door. Leaning back on the heavy wood, his roommate groaned long and loud. “How could you do this to me?” His voice returned to its smooth, rolling accent. The elf originated from Stonebay, a city on the east coast and, although Sulin had lived here for twenty-odd years, his accent hadn’t left and had a habit of thickening whenever he was irritated, growing faster with each breath. “I had finally gotten Tillie to agree to give me a chance. Finally. Do you understand that? Do you have any idea how hard it is to win her favour? Do you?”

Dylan opened his mouth to reply.

“Excruciatingly so!” Sulin marched across the room, pacing the gap between their beds and gesturing wildly. “All you had to do was stay out of trouble for one night. One.”

Sighing, Dylan settled on the not-so-forgiving mattress of his bed. Yes, he knew how difficult it was to garner a second of Launtil’s time, even on a wholly non-physical level as she was often more interested in plants than people.

“I also had plans,” Dylan grumbled. They’d been tentative ones that might’ve had the potential for more. “But apparently, I’m a horrid slime of a creature for even insinuating that she’d want to sleep with the likes of me.” The rather shrill notes still echoed in his ears. He was surprised his friend hadn’t heard the woman berating him.

Not that it was the first time he had been insulted in such a way. He didn’t care if a prospective partner was human or elven, but not every elven woman was as amenable to laying with those outside their species as others. And he’d been angling for a kiss at most, always did with a new partner. Not that he would’ve turned down more, but he wasn’t one for pushing that option. More suggesting.

“You are horrid.” Sulin plonked next to him on the bed. Although the elf was far shorter than him, the man’s heavier build easily lifted Dylan’s half of the mattress. “Do you even listen to yourself when you flirt?”

Laughter bubbled in his chest. He wasn’t the worst in the tower. There was Mark, whose idea of flirting tended to involve a lot of bragging about his prowess. Dylan knew he wasn’t all that bad at what he did, or at least the tower held those who were worse, but he also wasn’t the sort to blurt out how many he’d lain with or how loudly they screamed his name. Not when actions spoke far better. “At least I’m not wagging body parts in their face and hoping they get it like you do.”

Sulin stuck his tongue out at him, although it had been a long time since Dylan had considered the split organ as a single unit, at least a decade now, ever since the accident that had the poor alchemist abed for days and in pain for weeks. It didn’t help that his friend was partial to independently wiggling the tips. Like he was now. The way they twisted in his mouth, writhing against each other like two wet serpents, was disturbing in a hypnotic sort of fashion and just that little bit arousing.

By the gods, what does it even feel like to kiss that? Dylan shook his head, letting the thought sink back into whatever depths it’d come from. “You’re disgusting.” He shoved Sulin’s shoulder. “Put those away already.”

The tongues retracted and Dylan swallowed. The sight of those pink tips gradually sliding between his friend’s dark lips was no less stirring than the rest of their performance. Unsettling and powerful all at once.

“Tomorrow, you are helping me explain, yes? You owe me that much.”

Dylan rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He bit the corner of his lip, thinking over Nestria’s words about the leashed spellster and the competition for a place in the king’s army. Then there was Mary and her experimental shield. “Do you happen to know where Ness is right now?”

Sulin frowned. The action, coupled with the square cut of his tightly-curled hair and sharply angled ears, always made him seem far too serious. “This is a trick question, right? You want me to say she’s with someone when she is actually fast asleep or some other equally boring thing.”

He filled his roommate in on the elf’s whereabouts and what he suspected Mary had planned for the night. Through it all, he stared unwaveringly at the elf’s face. Saw the horror swiftly growing in those ever-widening eyes.

His friend jumped to his feet. “They are doing what?” He paced back and forth, muttering and tugging at his earlobe. “No, no, no. This is bad. The damn dog metal’s not stable enough to handle what she plans.” He swung around. “We have to get down there.”

“But—” He wanted to leave their quarters? After Tricia had escorted Dylan here? “If I leave, I’ll be in direct violation of my guardian’s orders.” He’d no desire to spend the next month re-cataloguing the main library. Not whilst others fought for the right to join the king’s army.

Sulin grasped Dylan’s robe, nearly lifting him off his feet. The fabric creaked in his grip. “And if we don’t, Ness will die.”
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They raced through the hallways, trailing cries in their wake. First, it was merely the startled yelps of the occasional servant as they ran through the upper levels and descended the stairs. Then, as they reached the bottom level and neared the duelling arena, they barrelled into the command to halt from the guardians patrolling the area.

Sulin slowed, half heeding the calls.

Dylan let his friend fall behind. If there was anything life-threatening going on in the arena, Sulin’s magic was nowhere near strong enough to shield him from it, let alone able to protect anyone else.

They would be punished for this, being out of their quarters at night, doubly so for disobeying direct orders. At least a week’s worth of denying them any meals. They might even get solitary confinement. Yet, if his defiance of their cries saved Nestria and Mary, he’d weather whatever sentence they gave him. Please, don’t let me be too late.

He turned down the long corridor leading to the arena. The charge of lightning—an attack they both favoured—permeated the air. He slowed, scanning the hallway for any sign of guardian presence. Surely, if something was wrong, then there would be people trying to right it.

The stench of scorched air grew stronger as he neared the doors.

Dylan focused and a small film of purple shimmered to life around him. Bracing himself, he flung open the doors.

Nestria stood in the middle of the arena, the unconscious form of Mary at her feet. Lightning flashed around them, forking as they smashed into the wide, shimmering barrier encircling them.

The attack came from the alchemist’s experimental infitialis shield. It sparked and crackled, each flare pulsing through the room until it connected with something. 

He ran for the pair, the barrier around him thrumming with each hit. He dared to glance up. The big shield that protected spectators, which currently consisted of just the overseers, appeared to be holding up better than their personal barriers.

“Dylan!” Nestria screamed as he neared. “What are you doing?” Lightning stabbed her shield with a dreadful crackling sizzle. She winced, then squared her shoulders. “Get out of here! I can handle this.”

No, you can’t. His dear friend held her ground. For now. She wouldn’t for much longer. Not against this barrage. They needed to leave the arena’s confines, let the shield that encompassed the area contain the blast once the metal finally shattered. And it would. If there was one thing the infitialis metal did well, it was exploding.

He pulled the elf’s slight form tight against him and focused on widening his shield, pushing the narrow oval out until it matched Nestria’s range. The effort caused a dull ache in the base of his skull. Manageable, for now.

Lightning crackled around them.

What if one of us fails? No, he couldn’t think of failure. Combined, their power should be enough to block out any force. Dylan bent to the alchemist’s inert form and slung her arm over his shoulder. “We have to get out of here.”

Nestria nodded, flinching as another bolt struck. Only when she moved to help him did he notice how she favoured one side, and the multitude of scorch marks adorning both women’s robes. His friend might be fast enough defending herself in sparring, but nothing was faster than lightning.

With them supporting Mary on either side, they hobbled towards the entrance. The doors seemed a lot farther away than they’d been a moment ago. Still, they struggled onwards, fighting to keep the unconscious woman from dragging—a feat that would’ve been a lot easier had they both been stronger and of similar height.

At their backs, the crackling grew louder, more erratic. He dared a hasty look over Nestria’s head to where Mary had lashed the shield to the old targeting blocks. The metal disc was fracturing. Each crack poured more power behind the lightning. Blue and purple branches of it flashed around them, glancing off their shields.

A particularly heavy blow smacked right across the barriers. Dylan flinched. His gaze fastened onto their exit. The closed, scorched doors seemed to be getting no closer. They had to make it out in time. He wasn’t certain if their shields would hold up against the final blast.

A bolt landed a direct hit to their flank.

Nestria cried out. Her shield wavered. Flickering pulses of purple light danced around them as she fought to keep the barrier up. A second blow slapped off it and her defence fell.

Whiteness lanced across Dylan’s vision. The suddenness of taking the blast’s whole force was like a punch to the jaw. He staggered, blind for several steps. The unconscious woman all but slipped from his hands.

Shaking his head, he put all his effort into maintaining the shield. Like claws squeezing his skull, the dull ache pinched his brain. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t stretch the shield to encompass them all and continue to maintain its strength. Pushing any harder only made his head feel as though it were trapped in a vice.

Instead, he turned to face the cracking disc of metal and focused on picturing a wall. It formed between them and the unstable experiment, far stronger than his previous attempts. The lightning smashed against this new barrier, fracturing along the surface. But the wall held.

“What are you doing?” Nestria screamed. She hunkered behind him, dragging the still unresponsive Mary down with her. A thin glow surrounded her, flickering and failing as she sought to shield them.

He crouched next to the women and wrapped his arms around Nestria’s slim shoulders. “Trust me.” If he could press the fracturing, twisting and glowing mass that was the metal disc up against the arena’s shield and hold it there, then perhaps he could limit the damage the experiment did when it exploded.

His shield edged closer. Forks of lightning climbed the surface, the tips curled and cracked at the top. He kept going. The outward face of his shield brushed the curve of infitialis. Dylan held his breath. The main property of the metal was its ability to negate magic. If his barrier dropped now…

His heart skipped a beat as the gossamer shield bulged, sending a visible shudder shimmering across the surface.

He flinched, his eyes unable to stay open. They were going to die. The barrier would fall and they’d be electrocuted well before being blown up was a problem.

After a few seconds had passed without incident, he dared to peek.

The shield held. It shuddered with each bolt spewing from the metal disc, but the barrier remained very much intact. He just had to keep it that way.

Slowly, he pushed the shield closer to the arena’s edge. The target block grated along the dusty ground. Each jump and tilt sent a bigger flare from the disc’s core. Thunder, originally a low rumble, boomed around the domed space.

At last, there was no more room for the block to go. Dylan altered his focus, moulding his flat barrier to sit seamlessly against the arena’s shield. What remained of the alchemist’s experiment twisted further, warping under the pressure of being hemmed on all sides.

He gritted his teeth and concentrated on keeping the wall in place. If he let his shield drop, even for a heartbeat, they’d be dead before the next pulse. “Ness!” he groaned, flailing his hand behind him in search of the woman.

Warm, familiar fingers wrapped around his wrist. They were coated in something slick. He didn’t dare look away from the barrier to find out what.

“Can you…” He puffed, trying to find the air to speak. Words should not be this hard. “…carry Mary… on your own?”

“She’s too heavy.”

“Then…” The room blurred. Warm dampness flooded his eyes. He blinked it away. I have to focus. He might be able to hold on long enough, but if not… “Leave us.”

Nestria tightened her grip on his arm. “Dylan…”

He dared the briefest of glances at her face, felt his barrier wavering and snapped his attention back. Behind his shield, the alchemist’s experiment glowed with an intense blue light. “Go.” There was no point in letting her die alongside him if he failed to contain the blast.

If she gave an answer, he didn’t hear it.

The pause between each pulse of lightning grew closer, hitting his barrier with a rapid staccato rhythm. He hunched down as far as he could, drawn between covering his eyes from the glare and knowing he had to keep watching. Any second now and the metal would—

The world went white and fuzzy.

A muffled boom echoed through the arena. His shield bulged under the pressure. He pushed back, trying to control a barrier he could no longer see even as he felt it ripping apart. The strain seared through him, tugging his very existence in all directions. The room spun. Already, he was sweating from every pore. Any moment now and his brain was going to leak out his ears. Can’t stop. It only had to hold for a little longer…

His shield shattered, unleashing the full force behind the blast. Stunned by the sudden absence of pressure, Dylan blindly threw himself to the ground. Bodies huddled against him. He flung his arms around Nestria and Mary, pulling them close, shielding them in the only way left to him.

Only when the blast’s last echoes had finished circling the arena did he dare to lift his head. We’re alive. The thought came sluggishly and a little on the tentative side. Were they alive? The compacted dirt under his chin certainly felt like that of the arena floor, but who was to say the afterlife didn’t start out this way?

He rolled off the women to sprawl on the ground. Everything had a purple glare to it. His chin stung like he had scraped it to the bone. Already, he felt the familiar tug of his power working on fixing the injury.

The smoky aroma of burnt linen filled his nose. Summoning what energy he could, Dylan patted himself down. There were a few singed spots on the skirts of his robe. He was whole, seemingly in no danger and most definitely alive.

The arena’s main entrance opened, the customary bang of the doors muffled and tame compared to the previous blast that had assaulted his ears. Dylan rolled his head to the side and blurrily watched the blazing outline of two figures running across the room. One of them wore the flapping robes of a spellster and was most likely Sulin, the other…

Dylan blinked, his vision slowly restoring, and took in the woman wearing the dark grey leather tunic of the guardians. Tricia? He sat up, his body strongly objecting to the sudden movement. How had she gotten here so soon? Had she been one of the voices calling for them to stop? I’m in so much trouble.

Sulin blew past them with barely a glance in their direction, making straight for the twisted pieces of the shield. Dylan idly followed the alchemist’s actions with a sort of distant fascination. The pieces slowly lifted as Sulin manipulated the meagre talent he possessed to examine the smoking remains without direct contact.

“Dylan?” Tricia collapsed beside him. “What did you think were you doing, child?” She grabbed his head, turning it this way and that, examining him for injuries until she was satisfied there weren’t any. “You could’ve been killed,” she whispered, drawing him into a tight hug.

He squirmed. Such a display of concern only made it worse. What punishment was she concocting? Would she have him escorted around the tower like some of the other spellsters? For how long? He shrank from his guardian’s grasp. “I’m all right, Mother.”

Tricia sat back, a rare proud smile curving her lips. “You are.” She fussed with his hair, tucking several dark strands behind his ears. “My brave boy.”

Embarrassment gently warmed his cheeks. He had been stupid, not brave. His gaze slid back to where Sulin was crouched over the remains of the infitialis shield. The elf was shaking his head and muttering to himself, but there seemed to be a distinct lack of concern on the alchemist’s face. That meant the danger was over. From the shield, at least.

Beside them, Nestria groaned. She sat up, her movements oddly stiff.

He crawled across the space between them. “Ness?” Had that final blast struck her as hard as it had done him? “Are you all right?”

She rubbed at her head. “Just a bump. I’ve had worse falling out of bed.”

His gaze slid to Nestria’s robe. A large, dark red patch had formed on her left sleeve. Higher still, the pale fabric was a charred mess. “Bit more than a bump.”

Those big brown eyes lowered to where he held her arm. She gasped as he gently removed the blood-soaked sleeve. Blood ran down her arm, trickling from raw peeling skin. Dylan tracked the burnt flesh up her arm until it culminated in a hideous charred and weeping wound near her shoulder. More of the rawness above suggested further injury beneath her robe.

“First bolt must’ve struck before I got a shield up. Funny, I don’t even remember it.” Nestria fingered her forearm, hissing only when she made contact with the blistering skin of her wrist. “It barely hurts.”

Keeping his grip light, he focused on healing her by teasing out the body’s natural ability to mend itself and encouraging it to quicken. The blood stopped flowing. The peeled skin flaked away and the rawness of the flesh underneath faded, leaving behind a strangely delicate branch-like pattern of pink scars. Even these had begun to fade into a silver-purple by the time his power halted.

Nestria beamed up at him. “Thanks.”

He shrugged. It wasn’t the first time he had healed her, it likely wouldn’t be the last.

“We must get this poor girl to the infirmary,” Tricia said, drawing his attention back to the unconscious alchemist lying beside him. Despite her singed robes, she didn’t appear to have suffered any serious injuries. Just a few scrapes she had likely gotten when she fell. “Sulin. Help me carry her.” She beckoned the man away from the pieces of infitialis.

Sulin obeyed, eyeing the remains with every step.

His guardian huffed. “If it was going to explode again, it would’ve done so by now.”

Dylan stood, staggering slightly as his legs objected to taking his weight. “If he wants to examine the shield further, I can help with Mary.”

Tricia snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous, child. You haven’t the strength at the best of times.” She bent to hoist Mary off the ground, waiting for the alchemist to secure the woman’s other side. “Nestria, be a dear and tell the healers on duty that they’ve a patient.”

“Yes, Madam Guardian.” Nestria curtsied and, hitching up her skirts, raced out of the arena whilst the others slowly made their way to the door.

Dylan trailed after them. He could’ve gone back to his quarters. Unlike Mary and Nestria, his healer training had left him with the innate ability to mend any injuries without him having to think on it. All he truly needed was time to recuperate, but the healer in him wouldn’t allow him to leave Mary’s side until she was in the care of those who were better at such magic than he.

Noises followed in their wake as they neared the infirmary. Soft, almost nonexistent, even to ears listening for the sounds; the careful opening of doors and hushed conversation. Those closest to the duelling arena would’ve heard the shield explode and would be curious to know what had caused it. Then again, when he considered how rumour flowed through the tower’s heart like water rushing downstream, they likely already knew of Mary’s experiment.

Come tomorrow morning, everyone would know the woman had failed. Mary would be punished. The overseers were very particular when it came to wasting even a shard of infitialis. Her guardian would likely share a measure of that punishment as well.

Thanks to Nestria, the healers on duty were waiting at the door by the time they arrived. They hustled Mary to a bed, leaving the rest of them to aimlessly linger near the entrance.

“She’ll be all right, won’t she?” Nestria asked the healers.

“Of course she will,” Dylan answered before any of them could. Those few who chose to practise their craft in the infirmary were the best healers the tower had. He had once thought of joining them—had even trained enough to gain an apprenticeship with one of the few masters—until the call of the army started in his blood. “She’ll be wide awake by morning and ready to improve her work in no time.”

“Gods,” Sulin groaned. “I hope not. That woman’s experiments are always costing us a hefty chunk of dog metal.”

Dylan frowned. It was one thing to lose a fragment here and there during a young alchemist’s training, but a piece as big as the shield? “It can’t be salvaged?”

The alchemist shook his head. “Not after a blast like that. Reusing it will only risk having whatever it is used for blow up again. Can you imagine if someone crafted a collar from it?”

Dylan had never seen one of the collars they used up close, although he did know they were made only by the best alchemists. Nor had he ever heard of one exploding, but if the metal was unstable… “Be rather like wrapping a viper around one’s neck,” he murmured half to himself.

“Which is why I plan to insist the metal is disposed of,” Tricia said. “I also think it’s time you three were back in your quarters. The healers don’t need you lot wandering about like abandoned chicks. Come on.” She flapped her hands at them as if they were children. “Off to bed with you.”

They turned to obey only to find the overseers standing in the infirmary’s doorway. Not a one appeared the slightest bit harmed. They looked even less amused. Behind them stood Mary’s guardian. Even with much of her face lost in the shadows, the woman’s focus on her unconscious charge was palpable.

“Am I correct that this is your charge, Guardian?” one of the men asked Tricia, indicating Dylan.

His guardian stiffened at the address. “Yes, sir.”

“We witnessed quite the display this evening,” said one of the women. “It would seem your evaluation of his strength is incorrect. One must wonder if you’ve been paying your charge the proper amount of attention due to him. His years do not grant him full absolution from your watch.”

Tricia bowed. “Yes, madam. I am aware he has displayed a somewhat unusual burst of— That is to say, I have of course been keeping a close eye on his talents. I’m certain you recall how he is most useful in translating the ancient dwarven texts. The hedgewitches are—”

“Enough,” snapped a second man. “However pleasing his skill may be to these so-called dwarven scholars, it does not supersede compliance with the king’s will. If it is discovered you have been deliberately concealing his potential…” His threat trickled off.

Dylan swallowed. He hadn’t ever witnessed a guardian being reprimanded, but he had heard rumours. Whispers of spellsters being assigned new guardians with no sign of what had become of the former.

Again, Tricia bowed. No doubt, she had a better grasp on what punishments the overseers could dispense. “Understood, sir.”

The woman beside the man cleared her throat. “You will inform your charge that, in light of recent events, he will compete alongside the other candidates for the honour of joining the army. You are to make it clear he is expected to be in the arena. Refusal will grant him a month’s solitary.”

Dylan’s jaw dropped open. Excitement and panic balled themselves into one thick knot in his throat. Compete? Him? They were actually going to let him compete in the next brawl?

That was in two days’ time. He might have bested Mary’s experiment, but he hadn’t actually practised against another spellster in years. Would a sparring session with Nestria be enough? She would’ve recovered from the blast, but she also might be reluctant to test his full might after what she had witnessed. Henrie, then? His friend wasn’t a good offensive partner, but his shields were strong.

Tricia’s final bow was fawningly low. “Of course, madam. I will ensure he is there.”

“See that you do,” another overseer said, the sole elven one of the group.

As one, the overseers turned and left.

Mary’s guardian dove through the doorway the instant she had a chance. She hastened to her charge’s side, demanding answers from the healers before they could give a proper diagnosis.

Tricia sank to the floor the moment the overseers were out of sight. “What have you done, child?” she whispered. “Did it not occur to you that the overseers were watching your every move?”

Dylan wet his lips. He hadn’t given a passing thought as to how the overseers would see this, but he was now allowed to compete, to have a chance to prove he was good enough to fight in the army. Just like he wanted. “I—”

“Have I not told you enough times that the outside world isn’t safe? Why… why would you do this to me? Was I not good to you?”

Guilt gnawed at his gut. He had heard of guardians who were harsh with their charges, sometimes brutally so. But whilst she could be strict at times, Tricia had never laid a hand on him. “Mother…”

His guardian slowly got to her feet. Seemingly composed once more, she busied herself with dusting off her tunic before facing him. Her features were devoid of all expression. “My sweet boy.” The endearment was just as hollow. “Don’t win. If you value your life, you will fail the brawl. Have them think this was a fluke and let another be leashed.”

Fail? His pride wouldn’t allow that. “You’ve always taught me to be the best I can be. If I’m competing, then I will win.”

One side of Tricia’s mouth lifted. “Yes.” There was pride on her face, but it was small and overshadowed by a haunting sadness. “Then you will die.” She reached up to cup his cheek, her fingertips rough against his skin. “This is not the ending I raised you for.”

He frowned. What better end could she possibly imagine for him? To be sent into battle, to assist in the war, was an honour.

One he would gladly accept.
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Dawn couldn’t come fast enough. Dylan woke several times during the night. Each moment had him thinking the sun couldn’t be too far below the horizon and, after waiting for what felt like eternity, was proven wrong. After the fifth such turn, he gave up on the very idea of sleep, opting to sneak down to the baths and make use of the tubs whilst almost everyone else remained in their beds.

No one stopped him as he slunk through the tower corridors. There was no one to stop him. Apparently, even the guardians sought their beds after a while. A fact he wished he had known sooner. A lot of trouble could be made when it was certain that no one watched.

It was a strange experience, entering the bathing chamber without a horde of others at his side. Illuminated only by the single torch he dared to ignite, the ruddy light failed to reach the corners of the room. It made the already cavernous space seem even bigger, but it was more than enough to see by.

He stripped and knelt next to a tub—little more than a wooden half-barrel—to dip his hand into the frigid water. Heat, the prelude to a fireball, radiated from his palm. There were other ways to heat the water, and he was careful to use the more accepted methods when around impressionable children, but this was the quickest.

Only once steam rose from the tub did he withdraw his hand. He liked to bathe when the water was almost too hot to touch and… Well, whenever would he get another chance to cleanse himself like this if he won the competition?

Never. That was the whole point of being leashed. The collar would strip him of the ability to use his power unsanctioned. Those in the army would hardly let him be so frivolous with his magic.

Still kneeling, Dylan set about washing his hair. He bent over the barrel to lather the black locks and rinse them out with a carefully maintained funnel of water, ensuring every drop fell back into the barrel it had come from rather than the cold stone floor.

He stepped in the tub, the water lapping about his knees—it’d been several decades since the last time he could actually sit in these things without his legs scrunched up. The mute coldness of the room nipped at his extremities. He hastily scrubbed at his skin with cloth and soap, warding off the chill by subtly heating the air around him.

The chamber was usually full of sound. The yelling and splashing of boys trying to see who could make the biggest wave out of the meagre water the half-barrels contained, whilst the older ones, often himself included, yelled just as loudly for them to hurry up so they could also bathe. Alone, the gentle trickle of water running down his body and back into the tub seemed almost intrusive.

It didn
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