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Tracker hated hunting in the rain. Never mind that it dulled his senses or left him steadily becoming soaked from head to toe. Even the annoying realisation that his braid would take an exceptionally long time to dry couldn’t bother him as much as the shivering trickles of water along the points of his ears. Each droplet that ran off his earrings left him wishing he had as much sense there as a human.

A cloak would see him warm and dry, more or less. He had one. Although, it currently sat balled up in his rented inn room. He refused to gift his prey any chance to set his clothes on fire, especially when this one was cunning enough to have already taken out a fellow King’s Hound.

He hadn’t seen a body, of course. No one had. But Chaser had set off on his task days ago. When it came to hunting down rogue spellsters, lack of contact with a hound for so long meant one thing only.

Chaser was dead.

At least the man had left a point of reference for Tracker to begin his search. If the spellster was still within Stonebay, he would find them regardless, but not needing to scour every shadow and hidey-hole for a clue was a rare blessing.

Tracker halted at the mouth of an alley. He had spent the morning following the trail of a missing guard unit to here. Sergeant Ceri swore a spellster was to blame. He knew the woman well enough to know she didn’t say it lightly. Still, he’d been wary of her assessment. So many villages blamed the disappearance of this and that family member on spellsters when only the King’s Hound had the means to be truly certain.

His attention darted from one shadow to another. In looks, there was nothing to single out this alley from the slew of others. The back section of a brick building made up one side of the alley. The other side consisted of a crumbling stone wall cordoning off what he guessed used to be the yard of a storehouse.

The alley bore the same sorry stack of rubble—crates of dubious contents, a single broken barrel and scraps of cloth that could’ve been sacking or canvas—along with the seabirds and, no doubt, rats. All common fare for a port city.

The difference was one only a King’s Hound could tell.

Magic.

The same luck of birth that saw people like himself immune to direct magic also gave them the ability to sense it.

Tracker breathed deeply. He never felt the presence of magic the same way. It was a voice, a fingerprint, unique to each spellster. It vibrated through the air, catching his every sense.

This one was the strongest he had felt in a long while. Interesting. The strength of this particular spellster rivalled much of what he had sensed in his handful of escorts to the spellster tower.

To have such power here, so far from where he would expect them to be, smacked of foreign origins. Had the spellster been a stowaway? Some fleeing slave or beggar from a kingdom that allowed magic to thrive unchecked?

Not that it mattered. Their little kingdom of Demarn had its own law regarding spellsters and it was firm no matter their strength. Those with magic belonged in the tower or in pieces.

Only once he found his prey could he determine which fate would befall them.

Not tearing his gaze from the alleyway, he considered his options for attack. Chaser had left no clues as to the type of person this spellster was, not even if they were elven or human, only that they were an adult. With their choice of hiding spots, it was best to assume his prey was the flighty sort. Perhaps willing to listen if not first startled.

He couldn’t risk them slipping through his grasp, though. After decades—centuries—of the kingdom corralling strong spellsters, discovering one unleashed and outside of their little pen might’ve been a rarity, but it made them no less dangerous.

Unsheathing his scimitar, Tracker strode into the alley. Birds scattered, the frantic flap of their wings blocking out all other sound.

Movement drew his attention, the scurrying of a rat across the broken barrel. He examined the crates, instantly dismissing them as worthy places to await an ambush. Maybe if he was pursuing a child—not his favourite type of mission, even if it happened far more frequently.

The alley wasn’t a straight run. A wooden fence blocked the route to the bustling street on the other side of the obstruction. The stone wall to his right was in more of a sorry state than he had noticed from the alley’s entrance. Holes pockmarked the structure, leaving some parts perilously close to caving.

He peered over a lower section into the abandoned storage yard beyond. The gate leading into the space from the neighbouring street hung from a single hinge and looked to have been in that state for some time. What windows the place claimed were mostly boarded over and half of the wide door admitting entrance to the storehouse was broken. The latter looked more recent.

The trail led there.

Sighing, he vaulted over the alley wall, pausing as he landed to re-evaluate the space before creeping up to the door. At least the building promised to be dry. Although, that comfort ran the risk of creating other hazards. Fire was often a problem during the initial confrontation. It didn’t affect him when the source was pure magic, but other things caught far easier. That was why the King’s Hounds were always decked out in leather jerkins and trousers. Nothing could ever give them complete protection, but coupled with his own immunity, simple leather was enough.

Uncertain what he would find within, Tracker stepped through the doorway.

Grey light filtered through the gaps in the boarded windows, leaving only a hint of shadows in the gloom. It was more than enough for Tracker to see by. Had Chaser met his end here? Fighting in the dark would’ve put the human at a disadvantage. Did that mean the spellster he hunted was an elf like him?

He placed each footstep softly, watching and listening for any sign of movement.

A stench hit his nose the deeper he went, the pungent odour of decaying flesh and rotting eggs. Nowhere near as bad as the Wintervale fish markets, but something was definitely dead in here and had been for at least a few days. Several possibilities there.

He breathed through his mouth, trying to ignore the smell even as he searched for the source. Maybe there’d be a clue. Hopefully, leading to fresher air.

“So,” a low voice echoed from somewhere deep within the darkness of the ceiling. “The king sends another of his cur to hunt me down.”

Tracker spun, spying a figure crouching in the rafters to his left. He flung a knife at them, cursing under his breath as it bounced back.

The shield surrounding the spellster shivered, revealing its shimmering purple sheen before vanishing again. “Did you really think you’d find easy prey here, hound?” The longer he talked, the more certain Tracker became that the being he hunted was a man. Human and, judging by the accent, from the south-western part of Demarn.

Gritting his teeth, Tracker shoved a second throwing knife back into its sheath with more force than was necessary. Magical barriers were troublesome, but it was a defence he had dealt with many times. Close and personal it is. Few spellsters recovered quickly enough after a hound breached their shields to react further.

But how to reach his target? He eyed their surroundings. How had the man gotten up there? Spellsters couldn’t fly. There had to be a ladder or a ramp. Maybe a rope. “You must find all this running tiresome, yes?” Tracker casually queried, keeping the man engaged whilst he searched the gloom. “The hiding and constant looking over your shoulder… It cannot be much of a life.”

“I’m not going back there,” the spellster snarled. “You can’t expect me to roll over and accept that prison.” He all but spat the final word.

The man had come from the spellster tower? That might’ve explained how he had outwitted Chaser. They taught those within the tower about the King’s Hounds. Although, from the tales he had heard, it was in the most ridiculous manner, just as a parent might speak of sprites and ghosts to keep a child from straying into the woods.

“I promise, my dear spellster.” Tracker fingered his dagger hilt. “You need not fear such an outcome.” Anyone who managed to escape the tower was far too dangerous to let return.

The man laughed. “Your promises mean nothing.” He spat, the glob of saliva making an impressively wet slap as it hit the dirt floor near Tracker’s feet. “I know my options, just as I know why you’re here.”

Tracker tensed, expecting some form of retaliation.

The spellster didn’t bother with the usual attacks of fire or lightning—he must’ve learnt they were ineffective against hounds. That only meant he couldn’t let the man escape. A deadly spellster was merely dangerous. One who knew how to thwart the King’s Hounds was a disaster.

Another sound reached his ears; the dusty shuffle of a foot dragging across the ground. Someone else shared this space. It could be anything from a frightened urchin to hired muscle. Maybe even one of the missing city guards.

Without taking his eyes off the spellster, Tracker tried to pinpoint the direction of the noise. No. Noises. There was more than one pair of feet shambling through the dark. Surrounding him.

There! A shadow moved just at the edge of his vision. Followed by another, then a third. Four in all. Whoever they were, they wore no chain mail or plate armour. That suggested common thugs.

Tracker eased a throwing knife from its sheath, quietly rotating it between his fingers. If these men thought him easy prey, they would soon learn their error.

Something about their movements stayed his hand. There was a wrongness to them. A fumbling he had come across in only the drunkest of those who dared to ambush him. Were his attackers limping? Were they perhaps wounded victims of this rogue spellster? He had read the reports of what this man had done. The piles of broken bodies he was responsible for.

“I only wanted safe passage aboard a ship,” the spellster said, pulling Tracker’s attention from the encroaching thugs. The man strode along the beam as effortlessly as if he walked upon the ground. “To leave this land and go where they would appreciate my abilities. How can you deny me this? What harm would it do to let me leave?”

Tracker had heard the same questions from so many. He had only ever met one man he considered as safe in the society the spellster had chosen. And that man, along with the mercenary company protecting him, had long since left Demarn. For many, there was no way for spellsters to remain amongst ordinary people without risking lives. Whereas others… “You know what harm your presence has already caused.”

The spellster spread his hands wide. His fingers seemed oddly curled, like a street puppeteer. “So what if a few guards disappear? Happens all the time.”

Tracker frowned. It was possible the man had merely retaliated when it came to the missing guards, but they hadn’t found any of their bodies to be certain. That in itself was suspicious.

And it still didn’t explain the civilians who, after vanishing for days, turned up dead with their spines and limbs twisted in ways no body should go. The man must’ve known he had already sealed his fate.

A change in the air at Tracker’s back tingled along the tips of his ears. Was there a fifth would-be assailant? Keeping the spellster and the thugs in his periphery, Tracker glanced over his shoulder to catch the muted shine of a blade bearing down on him.

He dove to one side, rolling and springing back to his feet before his attacker could finish the first swing.

Only when the thug’s sword slammed into the floor did Tracker pay any heed to the distance between them. The swing had been too far away to do any damage. An error no thug would make.

Now that he faced his attackers, they didn’t look terribly threatening. Yes, they approached with their swords drawn, but their movements were shambolic. Like a person deep in their drink, they swayed and shuffled across the old warehouse floor. None of the coordination Tracker expected from a mugging.

His attacker straightened in one spine-cracking lurch. In the dim light, the colours upon their tabard were hard to distinguish, but its symbol was not. And they definitely weren’t the only one bearing it. City guards.

Tracker swiftly re-evaluated the rest. Three before him, one not too far on his left and, yes, another was shambling off in what appeared to be another attempt at his back. That made five in all. The entirety of the missing unit. Alive.

Shit. He flipped his throwing knife in the air, readjusting his grip to sheath the blade. He could’ve dealt with thugs quickly enough, but if there was any chance that the guards were merely pawns, then he had to be careful not to hurt them.

But what were they doing attacking him in the first place? Had they been drugged? Did the spellster somehow have them under his influence? Had he warped their minds?

Tracker slowly backed up, putting as much distance between himself and the majority of the group as was possible with them closing in. Whatever the reason lay behind their advance, he had no choice but to face them. Five guards. All armed. His mind raced through the possibilities. Not the best odds.

He had faced worse.
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Slowly turning on the spot, Tracker evaluated his opponents. All wielded arming swords. Not uncommon, but he’d seen plenty of units that were a little more diverse with their weapons. The best ones had a mixture of blades and polearms, whilst others might carry axes or the odd mace.

Not so with this group. They didn’t even bear shields. A strange practice for city guards who typically carried one alongside their sword. The lack made them easy targets for his throwing knives, especially when he was certain they didn’t have chain mail hiding beneath their tabards.

Except using a blade on the guards was out of the question. He could avoid a blow that was deadly. But with one knick of his blades being enough to kill a person, it wasn’t a risk he wanted to take. Forget knives, then. The guards clearly weren’t fully in control of their bodies or capable of reacting to sudden movements. That gave him the advantage.

He spun, knocking over one guard with a deft kick to the head. Before she went down, Tracker moved on to grapple with the man on his right. The man was strong, perhaps more than Tracker, but whatever control the spellster had on him also inhibited drawing upon that very strength.

Tracker swiftly disarmed the guard, tossing the sword well out of reach.

Whirling to face the rest of his opponents, Tracker took in the layout of the storehouse’s support pillars and walls. As expected, there were four main supports staggered around the centre of the building. And what looked to be a ramp winding up one wall. Was that how the spellster had gotten so high?

The guard he had kicked in the head still fumbled in her efforts to get back on her feet, it rendered her of little threat, but she should’ve been unconscious.

The other three had closed in on him, their movements surer and more in unison. They stayed within range of each other, too. He would need to change that if he wanted all of them to live.

The man he had disarmed lunged for him, his fist leading the charge.

“Forgive me.” Ducking, Tracker dealt a barehanded blow of his own and slammed the man back into a wall. “I truly am sorry for this, but I need you to stay put for a bit.” Seeing no other way to secure the man, he grabbed a fistful of tunic and rammed a throwing knife through the fabric.

The blade bit into the wood, holding fast. With the guard’s actions clumsy and not their own, he hoped it would be enough to pin the man in place. It seemed to work for the moment. If he was careful, then maybe his knives could actually be put to a less-lethal use. 

Of the three approaching him, the guard in the middle was taller than the others, broader in the shoulders and possibly the heaviest. Knocking them down wouldn’t be too difficult—he had done it before—but keeping them there might be. What I would give for some rope. He cast a hopeful glance around the storehouse. The little he spied hung from a beam high out of reach.

Of course, if the guards hadn’t gone after the spellster in the first place and left it to hounds like himself, then no one would be in this situation.

Tracker ran at the trio, screaming out his frustration. He tackled the middle guard, rolling to one side as the man hit the dirt. He sprang back onto his feet.

The sing of blades nipped at his heels.

He grunted in disgust at their closeness before flicking the length of his braid back over his shoulder. Sloppy. Either he was tiring or the guards were getting faster. Or you are getting too old for this. It wasn’t as though many hounds made old bones.

Still, he was not about to die at the hand of some spellster’s trick.

The two flanking guards followed his every move, leaving their companion undefended. But the man was slowly getting back up. If he succeeded, then Tracker would be right back where he started.

Almost. The first guard was back on her feet, but struggling to regain her sword from the floor. However, the second guard didn’t seem to have moved from where Tracker had pinned him to the wall. The man almost appeared unconscious.

Tracker backed up, aiming to lure the duo still creeping up on him closer to the wall. He didn’t know how robust every section of the wooden siding was. The long cracks and missing sections didn’t give him much hope. 

Even if it slowed them down enough for him to reach the spellster, it was something.

The pair’s advance took them past the empty hole of a window. Even in the weak light slipping through, the emptiness in their eyes was unmistakable. It was as though they were dead. If he hadn’t spied their chests clearly taking steady breaths, he would’ve thought them long since lost.

Were they under some dreamlike trance? Could he wake them? Unlikely. If a kick to the head yielded no results, what else could he do that would render the guards incapable of serving the spellster’s will and force the man to let them go? Kill them? Not happening. The guards might’ve been foolish to run after a spellster, but they didn’t deserve to die for such a mistake.

He dared a glance at the spellster, expecting to find his real target had vanished.

But no, the man still stood atop the beam, hugging the central support as though he might tumble to his death. Was one being really controlling the movements of all these people? It would’ve been impressive had he not been the target.

Tracker stumbled, his footing abruptly sliding under him to the grate of corroded metal. Keeping his eye on the approaching guards, he sought the source with a booted toe, hoping it was the ring of a trapdoor or a piece of scrap he could use as a non-lethal weapon.

His efforts uncovered a length of chain. The links were pitted with rust and still half-covered in dirt, but it looked sturdy enough to contain a single person.

He picked it up. The length ended in a ball of crumbling rust and rotten wood. It would’ve made for a handy weapon, except he wasn’t looking to hurt people clearly not in control of themselves.

He turned back to find the big guard had regained his footing.

Tracker spun the weighted end of the chain, testing the chain’s strength even as he felt along the links. A spray of dust and dirt flaked off. The debris coated the two guards, both of whom didn’t flinch or attempt to shield their faces.

The links were wide enough to permit the wedging of a knife blade, but he doubted the ability to embed the blade tip into anything else. Wrapping a chain around a single guard might not completely take them out of the fight. Unless he herded them close enough to a pillar and somehow restrained them to it.

The chance he could take on one whilst evading the pair still dogging him was slim, especially when avoiding casualties. He needed to put a little distance between them.

Tracker raced for the ramp he had spotted during the fighting. He didn’t know how stable the structure was, maybe enough for a single careful person. But, as winding as the route was, he saw no other direct way up to the spellster. Maybe he could take out the source of the problem without dealing with the rest.

His twin shadows followed at the same staggering pace.

Tracker reached the ramp before any of the three upright guards could close. He ran up the slope, all but bouncing from one spot to the other as he tried to keep to the areas where the planks looked supported. He kept his full focus on his target, watching the spellster grow increasingly panicked. Did the man know no other trick than controlling others?

Another’s footsteps landed on the ramp, the vibration making the whole structure shake and sway. But he was almost at the top. There was a walkway there and, above that, the beam the spellster balanced upon. If he wrapped the chain around the beam, the links might be strong enough to help him there. He only needed to get close enough to slip through the man’s shield.

Was it even still up? His senses spoke of magic being wrought in close proximity to the spellster, but that could be the little trick he used to control the guards. Only one way to be certain… He flicked a throwing knife in the man’s direction.

The blade bounced off the shield’s unseen surface, causing a ripple in the air between them.

For one moment, he could’ve sworn he heard the footsteps coming up the ramp falter.

“Stay back!” the spellster ordered. He raised a clawed hand, a small ball of fire seething atop his palm. “I’m warning you.”

Tracker strained to find a little extra speed. It wouldn’t be the first time a spellster had threatened to give him a toasty end. The hound mistress claimed fire was an easy power and usually the first used by the untrained.

“So be it!” The man flung his fireball.

The blast hit Tracker square in the chest. Flames flowed around him with barely a finger’s breadth to spare, the only impression Tracker felt being the steam drifting off his clothes and the ghost of warmth in the air.

“Impossible!” the spellster blurted. “You—” He flung another, this time its arc sent it smashing into the planks right in front of Tracker, exploding with a crackle that swiftly fizzled out.

The ramp shuddered. The planks under his foot gave and Tracker staggered a few steps, catching himself on the railing. On the turn below, two of the guards were still following him whilst the big one was coming up behind.

Another blast hit and the railing gave with a crackling snap.

Tracker threw himself off the side before the spellster brought down the rest of the ramp. His tumbling passage took him straight over the head of the big guard.

The man lunged for him, missing by several feet.

Tracker grunted as his shoulder hit the floor. The length of chain rattled as he rolled across the dirt and bounced back onto his feet. He flung the chain at the lone guard, taunting the spellster into using the man’s bulk rather than wait for the others to shamble back and attack as a group.

The guard slowly twisted to face him, his sword cutting the air as he swung in a wide arc.

Seizing the opportunity, Tracker ducked beneath the sword’s swing and wrapped the chain around the guard’s arm. The rusted ball of links and wood slammed into the man’s hand, sending the weapon he clutched so clumsily flying into the shadows.

Tracker didn’t dare to slow down. He darted behind the man, wrenching on the chain to bring the arm with him. The guard’s shoulder gave a definite pop. Tracker winced. Forgive me. A dislocated shoulder had to be better than death.

Strange how the man didn’t cry out. Had the spellster dragged their consciousnesses so far under his influence that even pain didn’t register? Was that also why the one he had kicked in the head hadn’t been down for long?

Before Tracker could finish securing the chain, the guard collapsed like a puppet whose strings had suddenly snapped. The man lay in a crumpled heap on the floor, no different to the many drunkards Tracker might pass on the street in the grey light of morning.

He rammed the knife between the chain links anyway. When it came to spellsters, it was always better to make sure they couldn’t repeat their tricks.

Certain the guard couldn’t move even if he awoke, Tracker faced the duo marching back down the ramp. A part of him wished the lower section had collapsed with the rest of it and incapacitated them, but there was no telling what injuries the fall would’ve inflicted. Getting innocent standbys like these guards out of a spellster’s control with as little damage as possible was also the job of a King’s Hound.

However the spellster commanded the guards, the man seemed to have learnt to keep them close enough that attacking one would lead to him being struck by the other if he wasn’t fast enough.

Together then. Subtly sliding a knife into each sleeve, Tracker spread his hands wide. “Two on one?” he shot over his shoulder at the spellster. “We prefer to not fight fair, yes?”

The man remained silent. Could it be that there was more concentration going into controlling these people than Tracker had originally assumed? That stumble in the guards’ steps when he threw the knife? He hadn’t misheard.

A flaw in the spellster’s magic.

Would the same move work in the midst of battle? The man must’ve tightened his defences. He’d be a fool not to.

Bouncing on the balls of his feet, Tracker watched the pair leave the ramp. The couple were clumsy on the slope, but once they reached flat ground, their unified movements verged on mechanical. They weren’t a completely matched pair. The man was shorter and the woman looked to be a lighter target. If he could get close enough to pull her away from her companion, he might have a chance to subdue them without injury.

“Let us be done with this, then.” Tracker hurled himself at the pair, his concealed knives dropping into his hands.

The man raised his sword.

With one slash, Tracker deflected the blow, throwing his opponent off balance. A kick to the woman’s knee had her likewise stumbling.

Both regained their composure far sooner than they should have. They attacked as one.

Tracker jerked back from the man’s stab, barely missing being gutted like a rabbit. He brought up his arm as the woman lunged on his left, deflecting the blow with the knife still pressed flat to his wrist.

Sliding the knife’s edge down the blade, he closed in enough to grapple with the guard, dragging her from the man’s side. He wrestled with the woman, finally securing his arm around her neck and one limb.

The ghost of movement along his periphery had him turning to the man just as the passage of a blade sang sharply in his ears.

He grabbed the woman’s arm, using her own sword to fend off the man’s blows. He needed to separate them long enough to pin one down before they got each other killed.

Tracker swung the woman about, using the guard’s own strength against her. They weren’t far from a wall. Hauling her towards it wasn’t the easiest. She fought him, waggling her sword about like a child playing hero. The flat of the blade thwacked his side a few times, the force behind each blow negligible.

The man continued to follow them, haranguing at every opportunity, forcing Tracker to travel his path backwards and hope the spellster didn’t think to use the woman as a means to trip him up.

Their passage halted, his back pressed flat against the wall. Finally. He ripped the sword from the guard’s hand, using it to counter her companion’s most recent lunge.

The sound of snapping bones had him whipping his head around. Had the spellster killed one of them?

Tracker watched as the guard he had first kicked in the head straightened. She shambled his way, her sword dangling in a grip that would see her lose control of the blade after one swipe.

Using the guard in his hold as leverage, Tracker dealt a distancing kick to the other of the duo. He slammed one of his throwing knives into the collar of the woman’s tabard. She sagged in his grip as soon as the blade cut the fabric, leaving her pinned against the wall thanks to the knife’s meagre support.

The man’s footsteps at his back grew surer, faster.

Tracker swung about to find the guard almost on top of him. With one decisive blow, he knocked the man’s weapon from his grasp. He tossed aside his borrowed blade in favour of grabbing fistfuls of the man’s clothes.

They wrestled for a short moment, him trying to get the guard closer to something solid whilst the man shook with the strain of keeping them away from the wall. It set them in a pattern of twirling about in some twisted dance.

Using the guard’s own momentum, Tracker slammed him into the wall. The man hit with enough force to bounce back, but Tracker pounced on him before the man could twitch. He pinned the guard against the wall, the planks creaking under their struggling weight. That struggle ended as he buried a knife into the armpit of the guard’s clothing.

That left only one.

With his heel grinding in the dirt, he swivelled to face the woman, marking how she shambled along with her feet barely touching the ground. Never had he witnessed such a sight. How was the spellster controlling them? Was the woman even still alive?

Tracker shook his head. Once he had subdued the spellster, the how would no longer matter.

He aimed a knife at the sword she still held—her stance was so careless that she would’ve been better off wielding nothing.

The blades hit, knocking the weapon from her lax grip.

She faltered for a step, twisted as though contemplating retrieving her weapon, before advancing once more with her fists raised.

You have got to be kidding. Did the spellster really think this desperate attempt would work? He might’ve been shorter than her—most elves were—but being controlled by another put her at a clear disadvantage.

Why didn’t the man just let them go?

Tracker raised his own fists and faced his final opponent. He only needed to grab her and secure her as he’d done with the rest of the unit.

Her fist flew at his face before Tracker could get close enough.

He dodged it. Barely. It definitely appeared that the more opponents he took out, the faster and more precise the rest got. Although, the theory didn’t hold up when it came to the sluggishness of her footwork.

Nevertheless, without a sharp weapon to worry about, he swiftly closed the space between them and secured her against the wall with her fellow guards. Like the others, she became inert the moment his knife bit into fabric.

With the final guard subdued, Tracker turned back to the spellster, once again aiming for the ramp. There was little the man could throw at him now. “You—”

“Stop!” the spellster commanded. Still leaning on his support, the man held up his hands. He appeared to look expectantly at Tracker.

If something was supposed to have happened, Tracker couldn’t fathom what.

The spellster backed up along the rafters. “Why isn’t it working?” he muttered, the words barely audible. “You should be under my command.”

Shaking his head, Tracker continued towards the ramp. The upper level had caved and the scent of scorched wood still drifted on the air, but he would find a way up. “You think you can thwart a hound so easily?” Clearly, the spellster hadn’t known they were immune to direct magic, otherwise he wouldn’t still be trying after the fireballs failed.

Yet, a question buzzed at the back of his mind. How had the spellster managed to slay a hound without such knowledge? He knew they weren’t told about their immunity. Had the spellster actually gotten the drop on his pursuer? Tracker faintly remembered his fellow hound, mostly the annoying way Chaser was attached to the idea of saving citizens from wicked spellsters. If a simple blast of magic had brought down his fellow hound, then the man must have altered his attire.

“This has gone on long enough,” Tracker declared. “It is time to accept your fate, yes?” The whole ordeal had become far too messy. There was no reason to prolong it.

The spellster continued backing up along the beam. He shook his head, mumbling what sounded like a denial.

A lump on the ground shifted. Another guard?

Tracker crouched, unsheathing a knife in anticipation. Now he knew what to expect, this single barrier to his target would drop just like the others.
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