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Prologue

			Darkness and a strong scent of hay were the first things the child noticed as consciousness slowly crept its way back into her mind. Her groggy senses were struggling to understand anything that was happening around her as she rapidly blinked her eyes to focus them. Small pricks of light dotted her vision, and her face itched from where rough fabric touched her skin. A jolt of panic suddenly replaced her state of confusion. Realisation cut through the mind fog that had dimmed her senses. A hessian bag covered her head, and when she attempted to raise her hands to remove it, she found that they had been bound. The tight rope cut painfully into her wrists as she tried to twist free. The small girl aimlessly turned her head side to side, desperately trying to see anything through the bag’s material. Her head connected with a hard surface behind her as she was tousled around. She might be in the back of a carriage, but she had no way to be sure. All she could be sure of was that she was not alone. The warmth and weight of other bodies pressed into her on each side, and there was the undeniable sound of muffled sobbing somewhere nearby. 

			“Hello,” she whispered. Her breath turned short and sharp as the seconds passed by, and fear began to overcome her. How many times had Pa lectured [her] about staying close to the house? “The bad men will take you, and you will never be seen again,” he’d warned. Had Pa been right? Is that what was happening? Had she strayed too far from home, and now the bad men had taken her?

			“Hello?” she called again, her voice no louder than a whisper. There was a banging on the wall behind her.

			“SHUT YOUR MOUTH!” snapped an older male. His voice did not belong to her Pa, nor anyone that she recognised. Too timid to speak again, the young girl screwed her eyes shut tight. Perhaps this was a bad dream, and soon she would wake up safe by the fire in her family’s cottage. More sobbing permeated the space. Was everyone here tied up the same as her? How many of them were there? Where were they being taken? These questions did nothing except spike the fear that tightened its grip around her chest, her breaths becoming more panicked as time passed. 

			She heard the familiar sound of a canvas door being unzipped and suddenly felt the warmth of sunlight across her arms. 

			“Damn it! Move this thing faster!” the angry, older man barked. “That useless witch’s sleep spell is wearing off. They are all waking up!”

			The cracking sound of a whip pierced her ears, followed by the sound of canvas flapping in the wind. Her body was jolted around more aggressively as the wagon sped up. Finally, the wagon came to a sudden stop that sent the young girl and everyone around her falling forward. A tiny yelp escaped her lips as hands suddenly grabbed a hold of her wrists, dragging her out of the wagon to be thrown roughly to the ground. She didn’t even try to fight; she was far too scared to even think of running. The hessian bag was ripped from her head, and the sudden brightness of the sharp sunlight blinded her. The child turned frantically, side to side, praying to see her Pa. She hoped to find out that this was some nasty prank played on her by the older kids from the village, but saw no one she knew. She, along with the other captives, stood in some kind of sand pit. No. . . as her eyes adjusted, she realised it was an arena. Her Pa had taken her to an arena once to watch the gladiator fights, but she’d had nightmares afterward, and he never took her again. 

			That arena had been [nothing more than an empty space used for fighting]. This one had structures made of wood and rope lining the walls, with a large sand fighting pit in the middle — it was an obstacle course. She remembered her mummy had explained what one was after she had asked to play with the soldiers when she had seen them climbing over the army training obstacle course in the city. But Mummy had scolded her, saying it was to test and train soldiers, not a toy for children.

			But there were no soldiers here; only other children like her, looking as confused and scared as she was. A tall man walked toward them, calling for their attention as he spoke. But the young girl wasn’t paying attention. She was too overwhelmed to understand any of what was being said. So, when the other children started walking toward the first of the obstacles, she followed blindly. Quickly pushing herself to her feet and copying what the others did, she joined them, standing side by side behind a line drawn in the sand. The binds from their wrists were removed. Someone blew a whistle, and the other children moved forward, some running, others walking in a blurry-eyed haze. They climbed and crawled over and under the odd wooden structures. Most of them were too tall for the young girl to even try and climb. So, she just walked around, looking about nervously, hoping that no one noticed her cheating. 

			The first child crossed the finish line, and the tall man called out, “A, alpha!” When the second child crossed the line, he called, “B, beta!” And on this went. Each time the finish line was crossed, he called a letter in alphabetical order. The child in front of her was given the letter Z, Zeta. She was the last of the group to cross the finish line, and no letter was called out by the man. Instead, he walked over to her and placed both hands on her shoulders. His eyes looked at her with intense sadness before he turned to the other children. He spoke of how they were all going to become strong, saying that one day, they would change the world. The girl liked the idea of that, but she would never have the chance, because without warning, the tall man with sad eyes snapped her neck. 

			 

			



	

Chapter 1

			The Upper Empire. A vast, bustling land sandwiched between two unpassable mountain ranges and the unknown beyond. 

			To the north of the Upper Empire sat “the Crown,” a straight line of perilous cliffs. If a place existed where these cliffs gave way to grant safe passage to whatever lay above them, it had not been found yet. Looming above the land and stretching east to west, the Crown extended well beyond the coastline of the Empire.

			 

			To the south was the Frostspire Mountain range, splitting the Empire in two. The towering mountain peaks separated the flat farmland, open fields, and countless villages of the Upper Empire from the Ever-growth Forest below. Thick with magic and all manner of creatures, the forest stretched across land just as vast as the Upper Empire, yet it housed only a fraction of its people. The cliffs that created the coast in the south were as impassable as those in the north. Only one small beach allowed safe access to the land and now acted as the sole port south of the mountains. No one knew if the forest grew the way it did because of its own wild magic or as a result of a curse placed upon it by the old gods. Either way, the vegetation of the Ever-growth Forest remained completely untameable, endlessly creeping forward, consuming every inch of land except for the Ever-trail, a naturally occurring path that wound through the forest connecting the sole beach port with the two natural clearings that now housed the only two cities of the southern Empire. These lone cities were simply referred to as Mid-stop and Low-end.

			Mamma

			Mamma’s wasn’t a safe house, per se, but it was one of the few neutral grounds besides the market or port where folks from all walks of life could mingle, get a good feed, and rest. It wasn’t a bad place to lay low when the need arose either. There had been no civil unrest or street wars in the city of Mid-stop for nearly forty-five years now. The Bronze Arm Honour-guard rarely patrolled this deep into the left district, only venturing in on occasion as a show of force to remind the riff raff of their “place” in this city.

			That’s what Mid-stop was now: a city. Once just a small village founded in the first natural clearing along the Ever-trail, Mid-stop had expanded. It was no longer just a protected place for travellers to rest and resupply while attempting to navigate the Ever-growth. Now, folks took up full-time residency here. As the population of Mid-stop grew, more space was required. Land was cleared to meet demand, the city expanded, and now the original wall that had been built to fortify the clearing from the forest stood to separate the city centre that housed the higher standing population of the city from the rest. But the forest was strong; the outer ring and wall required constant management to fight back the forest’s battle to reclaim what had been taken. Roots and vines regularly pushed through the roads and buildings of the outer city ring.

			Like all cities on the continent, Mid-stop technically existed under the rule of the emperor of the Great City far to the north, on the other side of the Frostspire Mountain range. The emperor rarely left his palace in the Great City, and his army focused its forces to the north, maintaining control and peace over the farmland and villages. Mid-stop and its sister city, Low-end, were too far into the forest, too tedious to reach, and so far removed from the rest of the world that the emperor’s laws became harder to enforce. Thus, the personal corruption and greed of the political families who live in the city centre are harder to weed out. For this reason, the emperor kept a personal residence in the city centre as a reminder to the people of his rule and a warning that he could visit at any moment. It was an empty threat, in reality, because as long as taxes and goods were paid to the Great City, all who dwelt south of the mountains were left to fend for themselves under the rule of the emperor’s policing force, the Bronze Arm Honour-guard (or BAH), who controlled the city with the authority of the emperor’s word.

			After the civil war forty-five years ago, an. . . understanding had been established between the residents of the outer ring and the BAH. Each year, a new class of BAH recruits graduated, and inevitably came there looking to try to assert dominance and make a name for themselves. The residents of the left district would send them packing with a few gentle reminders of why the war of the past had ended in a treaty, not a victory for their side. An uneasy peace held everything together, and the BAH—or the Sheep, as the locals not so affectionately called them—knew better than to try throwing whatever power they thought they held around in this part of town, especially in Mamma’s house.

			Mamma had only been eighteen when she opened this bar at the end of that war. It represented what they had all fought and lost friends for. It was the first establishment in the city of its kind that didn’t deny entry to the non-human population of the realm. There were no ranking systems here, no dividing by status or creed. But there were rules that Mamma enforced without bias or leniency: Pay your tab, repair damages, keep your hands off the staff. . . that was it. Mamma’s was also the only establishment outside of the Garrison Quarter that didn’t make its patrons hand over weapons at the door. Naysayers had warned her it was unwise early on, but she had figured if they had their weapons, they were much less likely to resort to smashing her nice mead mugs or tables over each other’s heads when a fight broke out. It was also a good test for the rookies. Any aspiring adventurers dreaming of the hero life that came in and couldn’t handle themselves in a bar fight weren’t going to last long in this game. That was a lesson best learned sooner rather than later. 

			Tonight, the patrons consisted of mostly mercenaries, solo adventurers, and magical creatures crowded around bars and tables, speaking loudly over each other and spilling their ale. 

			That’s why on this particular night, the young lad stood out, despite the crowded room. He was too clean. A gold brooch of a family crest shone like a beacon pinned to his chest, alerting everybody in the bar to the fact that he wasn’t from around this part of the city. Eyes darting about the tavern, he flinched when the booming laugh of a half-giant sounded across the room, followed by the crashing sounds as the table he sat at shattered in half under the strength of his hand slapping it. 

			“Oi!” Mamma’s voice sounded strong and clear over the ruckus, freezing every soul in place. “That’s going on your tab, Mouse!”

			Mouse, the half-giant, was easily seven feet tall and was still considered a runt amongst his own. He had arms like tree trunks and hands that could crush a man’s skull or, as it happened, slap a table in half by accident. Mouse looked at his belly button like a scolded child. “Sorry, Mamma,” he said, bending forward to pick up the broken pieces of the table. 

			“Don’t worry, hun,” came a sweet voice from behind the bar. Stacie, the young witch Mamma had hired a few months before, reached up and removed the wand she had been using as a hairpin. Her hair fell over her shoulders in beautiful, soft curls as she raised the wand, casting a repair spell that returned the table to its former state, quickly twisting her hair back into place and stabbing the wand through the messy bun atop her head in one smooth movement. “You can buy me a drink when my shift finishes as a thank you,” Stacie said to Mouse with a flirtatious wink.

			With that, she continued serving the customer in front of her, and everyone returned to their conversations and drinks. Mamma couldn’t help but smile as she noticed the slight change in colour of Mouse’s cheeks. They were going to be a handsome couple if the big lug ever got up the nerve to take her up on that drink offer. The young witch Stacie was quite smitten with Mouse, had been ever since a newcomer thought her saying no to his advances really meant Please, keep asking, I’m just playing hard to get, and had tried to get handsy with her. Mamma was confident the witch could have taken care of it herself. But she was new at the time and hadn’t wanted to risk being fired over some creep. Before Mamma could step in, Mouse had; now that man will never be able to get “handsy” with anyone again. 

			With the commotion over, Mamma returned her attention to the young man with the golden brooch. Boy was more like it—he couldn’t have been more than twelve summers old. She would wager the lad had never seen one of the giant folks before. Maybe not magic either, judging by the wide-eyed, slack-mouthed expression on his face. Or maybe he was awestruck by Stacie herself. She was a stunning creature, for sure. All soft curves and edges. Another booming laugh shocked the boy back to reality. 

			Mamma eyed him as he approached, his chin raised high, his chest puffed up proudly. He walked straight to Mamma, where she stood behind the bar, cleaning glasses. With his best efforts to look confident, he opened his mouth to speak, but Mamma cut him off before he even got a word out.

			“We don’t serve minors,” she said, without bothering to stop her work.

			“I’m not a minor,” the boy protested. “And that’s not what I’ve come to your establishment for.” 

			“Oh?” Mamma said, raising an eyebrow.

			“I have a job to post upon your board.”

			Mamma huffed a half-laugh. “We don’t do that here; the Adventurer’s Guild is three blocks toward the BAH quarter of the city.” With that, she picked up another glass and noted the wrinkles covering her hands. When did I get so old? she wondered to herself. The boy spoke again, pulling her from her thoughts.

			“I went there—they wouldn’t accept my quest,” he said. She could tell he was trying his best to sound like an adult, instead of a whining child. 

			“Oh, it’s a quest now, is it?” Mamma mused.

			“Yes,” said the boy. “One of the utmost importance. It is a matter of life and death!” 

			Mamma was going to comment that everything seemed like a matter of life and death to young people. But there was a tremor in his voice, giving away his fear, that made Mamma pause and really look at him. He was clearly from the city’s centre, or maybe the nicer parts of Portside. Somewhere clean and safe. Whatever this job was, he was desperate, desperate enough to come over to the left district to call for aid from the Adventurer’s Guild. Desperate enough to come here when that hadn’t worked.

			Mamma lowered the glass she was cleaning. He remained standing tall, but the shifting of his feet and darting eyes undid his brave performance.

			“If the adventure guild wouldn’t take the job, what makes you think anyone here will?” she questioned, leaning forward across the bar, tucking a strand of hair that fell across her face behind her ear. She noticed a new streak of grey—she really was getting old, wasn’t she? 

			“Please,” was all he said.

			Mamma’s eyes flicked to the family crest pinned to his chest. She recognised it as that of one of the families who sat in the council of the city. She wasn’t sure what to make of this, but it had piqued her interest. 

			“Come,” was all she said, walking out from behind the bar. The boy stood still for a moment, stunned by her change in attitude, before jolting into action and quickly following her through the kitchen, down a thin hallway, and through a back door to a storage room. 

			“This isn’t a guild,” she explained to the youth. “This is a tavern that I own. I don’t approve or deny any dealings or jobs—it is none of my business what conversations my patrons have amongst themselves.” 

			She stopped with her hand on a door handle and turned to face the boy. “The guild doesn’t deny jobs for no good reason. Whatever situation you have found yourself in must be more trouble than it’s worth. Luckily for you, I happen to know a group that specializes in that type of job. Though, unluckily, I must warn you, they are also more trouble than they are worth.” 

			With that, Mamma opened the door. Standing aside and gesturing for him to enter before turning and heading back to the bar where she could hear the ruckus of another fight starting. “I really am getting too old for this,” she murmured to herself. 

			Grey

			Grey looked up from his hand of cards as the door opened. Mamma ushered through a boy he didn’t recognise before leaving without a word. They all sat silently watching him. He was young, with short blonde hair and a gold family crest pinned to his chest. He shuffled uncomfortably under the gaze of everyone in the room. 

			“Well?” asked Grey. “You’ve interrupted a very important game that I was about to win. This better be important.” 

			Gee snickered from where he sat, next to Grey. “A game you are about to lose, you mean?” 

			Grey glared at Gee, who raised his hands in a defensive way. “No foresight power needed to see that coming. You’ve lost every game tonight.” 

			“Which means I’m due for a big win,” Grey replied before turning his attention back to the newcomer. 

			“I have an urgent quest,” the boy said. “Of the utmost importance.”

			“Then go to the Adventurer’s Guild, or the Sheep,” Grey drawled with a bored-sounding sigh. He tossed a card from his hand into the pile of other discarded cards in the centre of the table. 

			“Oh, come on,” said Rue, her eyes scanning the cards she held in her hand. She sat across the table from Grey and was not much older than the boy now standing in the doorway. Throwing her next card on top of the pile, she continued speaking, “At least find out what the job is first. We haven’t had a job in weeks. You promised to buy me new boots.” She said this last bit with a childish pout. 

			“Yer,” huffed Cobbler, the large man sitting on the other side of Grey, between himself and Rue. “I haven’t treated myself to a new axe in a while. Old faithful is getting lonely.” He patted the large battle axe leaning against the table beside him. “And it’s been too long since I hit something. My hands will go soft.”

			 

			“Weren’t you in a bar fight last night?” Rue asked

			“Exactly. It’s been far too long,” replied Cobbler with a wink and grin. Earning himself an eye roll from everyone else at the table.

			Grey turned his attention back to the newcomer. “Alright, let’s hear it then.”

			The boy cleared his throat. “My name is Bartholomew Courter the Third. Son of the Courter councilmen household.” He paused like he was expecting gasps of shock or applause. He continued talking when no one reacted at all. “Local children have been going missing of late. Disappearing off the streets, not returning from work. The local community and families have grown scared for their children. There is talk of underground slave traders at work. The job I have for you is to find these missing children and return them home, for which the payment will be plenty.”

			“Sounds like a job for the Sheep,” murmured Gee, throwing his next card onto the growing pile on the table. 

			“I find their efforts unsatisfactory. The Bronze Arm Honour-guard. . . or Sheep, as you say, claims to be investigating,” snapped Bartholomew, a certain amount of venom in his tone as he said the word claims. “But I see no progress being made, and more children are disappearing, almost weekly now.”

			Grey raised an eyebrow. To speak ill of or question the BAH was commonplace here in the left district. But for a city centre youth to voice such things was almost scandalous. “You feel the BAH’s efforts in the matter to be unsatisfactory? So, you come all the way out to the left district to hire your own investigation team? Surely your family has their own personal guard you can put to the task?”

			“The. . . My. . .” the boy stuttered.

			“These missing children are not from higher-standing households, I take it?” Grey asked. 

			“No,” Bartholomew said through gritted teeth. “Father does not approve of my associating with them. If I’m honest, none of the adults of the council seem to be all that concerned, as it is not their children who are missing—only children of the workers. But they are my friends, and I need to find them.” 

			“Out of curiosity, what is your family motto?” asked Grey.

			“Duty to community, honour to the emperor,” Bartholomew said, puffing his chest with pride. 

			“Great. Now you wouldn’t mind writing that down for me, would you?” Grey removed an ink pen and paper from the shelf behind him and placed them on the table. Everyone paused the game and looked intently at Bartholomew.

			Bartholomew’s hands twitched nervously at his sides. “I see no reason for such a request.” 

			Grey slid the paper closer to Bartholomew. “The thing is, I can read people. I’ve spent a lot of time around council families—I grew up around them. I can spot one in a crowd just by the way they walk; it’s something ground into them from their very first step, and you. . . you don’t walk like the son of a council member. I don’t like being lied to and am not interested in getting myself into a mess without knowing why, so. . . let’s have the story again—but the real version this time.” Grey gestured for the boy to sit in the empty chair between himself and Gee. 

			There was a heavy silence until the boy slumped his shoulders with a sigh and took the seat. 

			“My name is Bartholomew, Bartholomew Smith. My family is employed by the Courter household. Christopher Courter is my friend. His father doesn’t allow him to play with the servants’ children, but he sneaks out and plays with us. He was caught once when a housemaid reported not seeing him in the library studying, and he was punished dearly. Since then, we have all taken turns dressing as him and sitting in the library in his place so that he can play. His tutor is an old drunk and doesn’t even notice as long as there is someone sitting in that chair. He was late to return for swapping places with me yesterday. When I went to look, I couldn’t find him or any of our other friends. Just the ball they had been playing with by the edge of the forest.” 

			Bartholomew took a deep breath. “When I told his father, he accused me of tricking his son and being part of some kidnapping scheme. They were going to throw me in the cells if I didn’t give up my cohorts, so. . . I ran. The Bronze Arms will likely increase their investigation efforts now that a council member’s son has been taken, but so far, they don’t think it is connected to the other missing children, and. . . I don’t trust them to help any of the others, even if they do find them. That’s why I went to the Adventurers’ Guild, but the guild master denied my request. Said something about it not being their jurisdiction.” The young man rested his elbows on the table and buried his face in his hands. 

			“So, no big payout or new boots then?” Rue muttered, casting a card into the middle pile. 

			“SNAP!” Cobbler yelled, slamming his hand on the pile of cards, and collecting them all with a giggle.

			Bartholomew jumped at the sudden outburst, and Grey cursed, “I would have won that if I hadn’t been distracted by Barty here.”

			“Only my friends call me Barty,” Bartholomew snipped.

			“Well, we are about to accept your request out of the kindness of our hearts, so I think that makes us friends, don’t you?”

			Barty blinked in confusion. “Really?” The surprised look on his face was adorable. 

			“Well, not from the goodness of our hearts—more to ransom a finder’s fee out for your council friend’s family.”

			“That’s. . . that’s horrible,” Barty stammered.

			“What’s it matter to you?” Grey asked with a crooked smile. “We find your friends, all of them, you get off the hook for being a part of their disappearance, and we get paid. It’s a win-win. So, do you want us to help or not?” 

			Barty hesitated a moment, clearly cautious of the offer, but eventually nodded his agreement.

			“Good. Now tell me everything you can about these disappearances.” 

			 

			



	

Chapter 2

			Ay

			Ay huffed, her muscles aching as she made her way up the stairs to Mamma’s house. She paused at the door just long enough to sling the heavy bag of gear she was carrying over her shoulder so that she could open it. Mamma had not taken kindly to her opening the door with her feet the last time her hands had been full. It had been a long day, and she was exhausted. All she wanted was to go to bed and to not get another earful about ‘being feral’ and needing to ‘behave more civilised.’ There was a murmur at her side. Looking down, Ay noticed that the man she had been carrying through town was finally waking up. Grabbing him by the scruff of the neck, she pushed through the doors to Mamma’s place and ungracefully dragged him over the threshold. 

			The tavern was full of sound and light; people were already getting rowdy as the night began. Few looked in her direction. Most didn’t care for her enough to acknowledge her existence, and the rest understood that it was better to simply not be in her way. As her eyes scanned the room, she found who she was looking for: Fargo, sitting at his usual table with his closest cronies, beer stein in hand, a bandolier of knives across his chest. The silver handle of each blade flashed brightly under the lighting. She knew more weapons would be concealed on his body, and the shiny knives on display were clearly a simple distraction and intimidation tactic. Crossing the crowded room, she flung the now semi-conscious man at Fargo’s feet. 

			“Next time you get the bright idea to send your rookie into the forest, do me a favour: don’t,” she said. “It’s not my job to save your damsel in distress.” 

			Fargo sneered at the crumpled pile-of-man who now lay at his feet.

			“I don’t recall hiring you for a rescue mission, mutt. So don’t go thinking you’ll be getting yourself a saviour’s fee from me.” He took a swig from his drink and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “If he needs to be saved by the likes of you, he has no place among my crew anyway.”

			Ay scoffed, choosing to ignore the mutt comment; she was too tired to care. “And it’s us mercs that get the bad rep for being soulless thugs. I thought you adventure types were meant to be the loyal and honourable ones.” She shook her head with annoyance. “Stick to the Ever-trail. You know damn well neither you nor anyone in your crew knows how to handle the forest.”

			It was Fargo’s turn to scoff. “Well, of course, only someone as feral as the monsters that lurk in the dark could possibly travel it so freely. Why don’t you just stay out there, in the wild where you belong?” 

			Ay had turned to leave, not bothering to give Fargo the satisfaction of a response, when a hand grabbed her wrist. She whirled, ready to fight, thinking Fargo had grabbed her, but the hand that gripped her belonged to the man she had saved from the forest. His eyes were still unfocused as she felt his hand weakly squeeze her wrist. 

			“Thank you,” he whispered, and smiled up at her. The movement reopened his split lip, and blood dripped down his chin. He was going to be in big trouble if he dripped blood on Mamma’s nice, clean floor. Snatching a napkin from a nearby table, Ay crouched to hold it to the man’s busted lip. 

			“I’ll be expecting a saving fee from you,” was all she said, before standing and turning away. Her brother Gee waved her over from across the room. A boy she didn’t recognise stood awkwardly to the side with the rest of their crew. He ran his fingers through his bright blonde hair. It wasn’t long enough to be tied back the way Gee’s was, so it fell over the young man’s face despite his repeated efforts to push it back. 

			“Grab your things,” Gee said as a way of greeting her. “We have a job.”

			 

			Ay tightened the leather strap winding around her right forearm and checked her gear. She wore her usual style of black, high-waisted tights and a black long-sleeved shirt that hugged her body, but allowed full range of movement. The belt slung around her midsection held a pair of twin short blade daggers that rested in opposite directions across her lower back; another blade was tucked neatly into each of her calf-high boots. Tossing her dark purple cloak over her shoulders and ensuring everything was concealed, she turned to help Gee adjust his new sword sheath between his shoulder blades. 

			“Here you go, Gee-Gee,” she said, tightening the strap and smiling to herself, prompting Gee to sigh in defeat and accept her help. Gee had always hated it when she called him “Gee-Gee,” which naturally made her do it more—as sisters do.

			The handle of his sword poked out just above his head. It was the only weapon her brother carried, which Ay had always thought made him ill-prepared, but history had shown that his skills with the sword were usually all he required to get in and out of trouble as needed. Cobbler sat on a fallen tree, sharpening his battle axe. Rue tightened her bow string and recounted her arrows while Grey stood to the side, talking with Barty. They had given her the rundown of what they were hired for, explaining that the last known sighting for most of Barty’s missing friends had been here by the forest. So, this was where they would begin looking. 

			The outer city wall was short in places, making it easy enough to climb. All children were warned from a young age to stay clear of the forest, but they’d climb over anyway, always drawn to the excitement of playing in a place they weren’t meant to be. The forest had always been harsh, but even within Ay’s lifetime, magic had become increasingly unstable, making it more and more difficult to use. Monsters had also become wilder, more unpredictable. Even the human-like creatures that lived among people in the city hadn’t remained unaffected by magic’s decline. They became less human, struggled to learn how to speak, grew increasingly sick, and became more aggressive overall. 

			This was what made the forest so dangerous. Ay sometimes wondered if the Ever-growth was a forest at all, and not a creature itself. It grew incredibly fast everywhere except a few natural clearings—like the one Mid-stop had been founded in—and along the Ever-trail. This trail ran across the forest, connecting the port in the east to Mid-stop, then heading southwest to Low-end—the only other city this side of the Frostspire Mountains. Despite this city being located directly on the coast, all goods that moved in and out of Low-end needed to travel along the Ever-trail via Mid-stop because the high cliffs and crushing waves destroyed all boats that attempted to make landfall anywhere along the shore other than the small eastern beach port. 

			Not that she was complaining. This meant easy work for mercenaries like them, who were often requested for bodyguard and guide jobs. It also forced the emperor’s army to focus its attention to the lands north of the Frostspire Mountain range, meaning a decreased military presence in Mid-stop, which suited her fine. 

			Going off the Ever-Trail wasn’t an option for the average person, as Fargo’s new crew member had learned the hard way. A few smaller clearings peppered the Ever-growth, but with no Ever-trails winding through the forest to connect them, they were considered unreachable and left empty. Going over the Frostspire Mountain range was widely considered impossible, though Ay knew that technically wasn’t true. Gee and herself had managed it, but the trip had almost killed them, so it was not something she would be doing again. All of this added up to mean that if you wanted to reach the Great City and the upper half of the continent, the only viable option was to travel via sea. It was a hazardous journey, but the sea held less fear over the people than the forest did. Most folk born south of the mountain range could not afford the trip and would live their entire lives within the walls of Mid-stop or Low-end. 

			This made merchants carrying valuables regular targets of robbery from those desperate to leave for the upper half of this land. And though it had been outlawed, the slave trade still ran in underground markets across the continent. This is why they sat there waiting. Every member of Grey’s crew was well-travelled in the forest; they were some of the only people Ay knew to leave the Ever-trail and come back in one piece. But without knowing how long the search might take, or how many children they might find, it was wise to have a bit of extra help in the form of a crew from the Adventurers’ Guild. 

			Grey had sent Barty to the Adventurers’ Guild to request “Yellow Rose” for a forest crossing. Barty had been hesitant, explaining that the guild would likely turn him away at the front door. Apparently, after they had refused the quest to find his friends, the young man had caused a bit of a scene. But Grey assured him that if he stuck to the script, it would work out. The guild may have rejected his original quest, but there was nothing stopping a group from accepting a separate job. Collaborations between adventurers and mercenaries were common enough, as the coin from the job often outweighed the two groups’ dislike for each other. 

			“Besides,” Gee had chimed in, “you are more likely to get in than we are. Mercs aren’t particularly welcome at the guild, especially us, after a certain incident. . .” He had glared at Ay as he said it, and she threw her hands up in the air.

			“For the last time, I DID NOT START THAT FIRE!”

			“Nooooooo,” Gee replied in a sing-song voice. “You just happened to be standing there at the same time.” Turning his attention back to Barty, he continued, “It’s a dumb group name, but they are some of the few adventurers that are not in it for money, fame, and glory. They will help us. Request them and only them.”

			Unfortunately, Yellow Rose had already set out on a quest and would not be back for at least three months—far too long to wait for. They all agreed that working with an unknown adventurer group was a smarter plan than going forward alone. 

			“Tooth and Dagger.” Another stupid name. Ay never understood the guild’s requirement for crews to select names; she considered it all to be a bit over the top. But so were most adventurers, when she thought about it. The first member of the unknown crew had arrived with three more to join and meet them in the clearing. All teams from the Adventurers’ Guild kept to the same pattern: a leader, good at long-distance, magic-based combat; a scout with high stealth abilities; and a big hitter for close-quarters combat. Any additional crew members were usually just more fighters with varying weapon choices. 

			If Tooth and Dagger followed the same setup, then this first member was their big hitter. He had said Grub was his name. He was an absolute hulk of a man with a battle hammer in his hand. The adventurer had sized up Cobbler and his axe the instant he entered the clearing and had been staring him down since. A smile pulled at the corners of Ay’s mouth. Because Cobbler was the biggest member of this crew, outsiders who saw his battle axe and size always assumed that he was their big hitter. Sure, he was tall and muscle-clad—a fact further highlighted by his choice of tight, sleeveless shirts that prominently showcased his considerable strength—but his real talent was as their healer and magic caster. 

			Their leader, Grey, had never seen the sense in being so obvious or so short-sighted as to follow the predictable group pattern of only having one person capable of filling a vital role on the team. 

			Grey looked unintimidating and approachable, yet he was one of the most brutal humans Ay had ever come across. His close combat was second to none, his mind magic could read anyone’s thoughts, and he was well-versed in magical items. Rue was young but of the fair-folk, and her speed and stealth were unmatched by any human, making her the perfect spy and scout. In combat, she was also the crew’s long-distance fighter along with Cobbler. Then there was Ay’s brother, Gee, whom no one saw as a threat. His easy-going, happy disposition often made people feel comfortable around him. Ay had heard slurs at Mamma’s from drunk adventurers, claiming he was only alive out of pure luck, not real skill. But he was a smiling assassin, the perfect interrogator—under that cool, unfazed exterior lay ice-cold rage. He had the gift of foresight, seeing anywhere from five seconds to five weeks into the future, and the two of them had trained side by side in combat for most of their lives. There was a time when Ay would have considered herself the weak link of this crew, but that was many years ago. Now she was the crew’s big hitter, and though she had some magic at her disposal, close combat had always been where she did her best work.

			The next member of Tooth and Dagger arrived in the clearing. She was a tiny thing, not much older than Rue. She looked soft and innocent, which immediately made Ay watch her carefully. She would be the slow knife, the one you didn’t see coming. Or she truly was sweet and soft, which would mean that she would be as much of a hindrance as an asset. The person walking behind her was an athletically built man, a few inches taller than Ay, with short, messy black hair, carrying a heavy-looking supply bag tossed casually over one shoulder. The only obvious weapon Ay could see was a large dagger strapped to the man’s upper thigh. Though anything could be concealed under the loose-fitting long-sleeved shirt he wore, Ay noted the muscled forearms exposed by the pushed-up sleeves, and the perverted part of her brain wondered what could be concealed beneath, indeed. 

			Her gaze, having moved up his body, now scanned his face. A tiny gasp escaped her lips before she could stop it as their eyes met. No one was able to see her scars; any that weren’t covered by clothing had been hidden by the illusion spell she cast. Yet Ay felt as though this man, with his piercing eyes, was somehow seeing through every layer of cover she had and was staring straight at the truth—at her. A tightness spread across her chest as her heartbeat quickened and the sound of pounding blood filled her ears. Something like recognition tickled her mind. She was sure she had never met him before—no, she would definitely remember those eyes. He was stunning. Breathtaking even. The hair on the back of her neck pricked up as the space around them suddenly felt static, the way it does right before a big thunderstorm. The air held the tang of magic. 

			She hadn’t realised that she had been walking forward during this encounter; she only noticed when he reached for her. He had rushed forward when their eyes locked as well, dropping the heavy bag he carried and closing the distance between them in long, powerful strides. Her breath got caught in her throat. There was some excitement at seeing him that she couldn’t explain. Cupping the back of her neck with a strong hand, he pulled her close to him. The other hand gently pushing a lock of hair off of her face and tucking it behind her ear. 

			“I found you,” he breathed. “I found you,” he said again, his voice barely a whisper, like what he was saying was a secret or he couldn’t believe the words coming out of his own mouth. 

			“I’m sorry it took so long,” Ay said without understanding why she had said it. She closed her eyes as he leaned his head down and lightly touched his forehead to Ay’s. 

			A rumbling sound filled the air as the sky turned dark. Everyone in the clearing looked up with varying levels of shock as a strange sort of storm cloud formed directly above the pair. Ay acknowledged in the moment that she should be concerned, maybe even alarmed. Yet nothing in her instincts told her to run. Instead, something itched in her memories that made her feel that this was meant to happen, almost as though she had been expecting this and was relieved.

			The clouds twisted and swirled. A mixture of colours danced together above them. The wind picked up, throwing sand and dirt from the ground into the air with a howl. The clouds and earth connected to form a sphere around the two of them, separating them from the others in the clearing. Ay’s hair whipped her face as the wind raged around them. Thunder clapped from the clouds above, and lightning struck their bodies; but there was no pain. Only waves of warm shocks and an odd, tingling sensation. The storm disappeared as fast as it had appeared. Sand fell back to the earth, and the clouds evaporated into nothing. The man in front of her hissed and moved a hand, rubbing his chest above his heart. He pulled the collar of his shirt down, revealing a mark. It looked like a brand, except it glowed slightly, the way the last embers of a fire do. It was a pattern of swirls, reminding Ay of the tattoos she had seen inked into the skin of villagers from the tribes of the West above the mountain range. It was about the size of a closed fist. At first, the pattern looked simple: two circles overlapping. When she looked closer, Ay could see the lines of the circles were fire twisting around itself like a rope. Ay bit back a hiss as a burning sensation spread across the mid back of her shoulder blade, right over the place where her heart was still beating rapidly. Somehow, she didn’t need to look to know that it matched the mark on the man’s chest before her, which now faded from faint glowing of fire embers to welted red lines. 

			Zane

			Looking down at the mark across his chest that hadn’t been there a moment ago should have been worrisome for the man at the very least. It had stopped burning, the twisting lines changing from the light glow of fire to the fresh red of a brand before his eyes. He didn’t know what it was or what it meant. Rune studies weren’t a strong point of his. Yet some faraway memory told him it was OK. He looked at the woman in front of him. Her shoulder-length curly hair was tangled, pulled free from the high ponytail it had been secured in by the wind, and where his fingers had laced through it a moment ago. She looked as confused as he felt. But with the confusion was a joy he couldn’t place. He was so happy to see her again. But it wasn’t again. This was the first time they had met, wasn’t it? 

			Someone cleared their throat, diverting Zane’s attention to the group of people around them, and his mystery woman took a step back, moving out of his reach. Losing the closeness of her made him feel uncomfortable for some reason. 

			“Ay,” said a man with a sword across his back as he walked over, propping his elbow on top of her shoulder. Zane had to temper himself at the sight of this contact so as not to let his inexplicable sense of protective ownership get the best of him. He didn’t know either of them; he had no reason, and certainly no right to any kind of jealousy or possessiveness over her, but. . . the sight of another man touching her called to some primal part of Zane’s self that he didn’t care to indulge right then. And now Zane knew her name. It sounded like the answer to a question he’d been asking all his life. “Care to introduce your friend to the rest of the group, dear sister?”

			Zane’s eyes flicked between the two of them. He couldn’t see any family resemblances, but he sent a silent thank you to the powers of the cosmos at the words ‘dear sister’. 

			“His. . . umm. . .” Ay looked at him with a small frown-crease in her forehead as she thought of an answer she couldn’t possibly give.

			“Zane,” he answered for her, and she blinked at him like that was an obvious answer she should have known.

			“Great, and how long have you known my sister, Zane?” 

			Based on the man’s tone, Zane had a feeling he wasn’t going to be friends with this guy. Ay’s brother twirled his blonde hair with his fingers as he awaited an answer. Zane noted the handle of a sword poking out from behind the man’s head, subtly within reaching distance of the arm that he still had propped up on Ay’s shoulder.

			“I. . .” Ay began to say, but none of them got to hear her answer as she was cut off by a sudden loud curse behind them. 

			Turning toward the voice, Zane saw that Hatch, the leader of this adventurers’ crew, had entered the clearing and was staring at Ay with a blazing hatred in his eyes.

			“YOU! Finally, we come face to face,” Hatch snarled. He didn’t so much as hesitate to attack, raising his staff as his feet slid into a fighting stance. 

			Zane positioned himself in front of Ay in a heartbeat, blade in hand. A growl rolled deep from his chest—not a warning, a promise. A promise of violence and pain. 

			“Touch her and I’ll remove your bloodline from this realm,” Zane hissed through clenched teeth. The handle of his blade felt cold in his hand, the bite of it centring his focus while his primal brain roared at him to just attack. Hatch looked taken aback, and if Zane was being honest, so was he. Where had that come from? Zane had no reason to defend this woman so fiercely, and he wasn’t one for excessive violence, yet every cell in his body was screaming at him to do exactly that. 

			Hatch’s face twisted in rage. Zane hadn’t known him for very long—they had only worked together a few times—but Zane could see the confusion in the mage’s eyes. 

			“Do you know who that is?” Hatch spat. “Do you know what she’s done? How long I’ve been looking for that bitch?”

			Zane noticed Ay had her blades drawn as well, a pair of dual daggers that had been concealed across her lower back. Now, with one in each hand, she moved to Zane’s side. He didn’t know if she had done so on purpose, but she had positioned herself in such a way that she was now able to protect his flank as Grub shifted, battle hammer already in his hands, ready to swing. Her eyes tracked the other members of his party as they moved to circle them. 

			“I’m sorry. . . but do I know any of you?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “Was there a wild party I don’t remember attending?” 

			Zane kept his attention on Hatch, who still held his staff ready to attack. But he watched the rest of Ay’s crew from the corner of his eye as well. They had managed to move into a smart fighting formation without speaking. This was clearly a group that had worked together a long time. He could feel the tension in Ay’s body at his side and knew she was ready to spring into action. It made absolutely no sense why he was ready to fight with her as well. Hatch had been kind to him and his sister, offering them work in his crew when they had needed it most. And he was right—Zane didn’t know this woman or her history. It made no sense, yet somehow it still made all the sense in the world. Of course, he would stand by her side. He was hit by that feeling again, the feeling of remembering something he hadn’t even known he had forgotten in the first place. A thought rattled through his mind, and he dared a sideways glance at Ay. Finding a mate and forming a bond wasn’t unheard of, but it wasn’t common enough to
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