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			For those who have ever felt forgotten by the world —

			and still chose to rise.
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			When the gods abandoned the world,

			it was not faith that survived —

			but memory.

			And memory is a dangerous thing.
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			A Note on the World

			Names are spoken with familiarity. Borders are understood well enough to be followed.

			Beings do not question how these names or borders came to be. They live, travel, trade, and tell stories as though the world has always been.

			And yet, there is more to know.

			What follows are names as they are most commonly spoken now.

			They are offered as a guide, not a rule.

			Places

			Alcharch al-char-K

			Allin al-LAN

			Almargul OWL-mar-gool

			Cursereach CURSE-REACH

			Delandsk del-ANDSK

			Ebourgon e-bour-GON

			Emberhaven em-ber-HAY-ven

			Moran more-ANNE

			Osgilkai os-GIL-kai

			Shandia shan-DI-a

			Shiredurn SHY-er-dern

			Susvale SUES-vale

			Thakrian THAK-re-an

			Volstia VOL-sti-a

			 Other names

			Huginn Crystal HUGG-in

			Mortuum MORE-tum

		

	
		
			Content Note

			This book contains adult themes, violence, trauma, and morally complex characters.

			Specific content information is available on the author’s website for readers who wish to review it before reading.

			www.alysmackay.com/content-warnings

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Was I sleeping? I couldn’t call to mind when it was that I had decided to sleep, or if being in the cosmos was indeed sleep. 

			The cosmos calmed me; it was my home, for now. Here, the beginning and the end met at the singular point. 

			Action and inaction. 

			Love and hate. 

			Freedom and slavery. 

			As above, so it was below.

			Time means nothing in the expanse that is the cosmos; however, for right now, a sense of urgency slumbered in the back of my mind. One that I had not recalled earlier—if there was indeed an earlier. 

			What an interesting concept this was, this consideration and pondering on matters of the cosmos. For I had no eyes, yet I could see that which cannot be seen. I had no form, and therefore no ears, yet I could hear the sounds of stars birthing. I had no nose or mouth, yet I could taste the potential of the universe and smell the tang of my distress. I was nothing of any form, yet I was all form and everything around me.

			I felt a response to my question, an answer of some sort becoming clear in the nebulous void. Initially, a luminous, translucent sphere amongst the nothingness. As it came closer, I could see the scene unfolding within—a scene as known to me as the caramel brown colour of my skin. My room. My love on the cushions next to me. Our bodies sated after our lovemaking. I knew this moment; it was both my beginning and my end. As I raised my hand to touch the sphere and enter the world before me, my intuition demanded that I take heed in this dream. To listen to every word and every nuance, as if my very life depended on it. 

			I stepped into the room, and my senses were accosted. The dissonance from the gentle nothingness of the slumber in the cosmos disorientated and disarmed me. The smell of jasmine and patchouli lay heavy in the warm air, mingled with the beautiful tang of our sex. There I was languishing on soft cushions, the gentle breeze pebbling my skin as it caressed where the sweat remained after our lovemaking. 

			My nothingness from before shifted to the physicality of flesh and bone as I willingly stepped firmly into what was before me—to this time and space, blood pumping through my heart, and skin capturing the essence of the air around me, breathing it in. With the flesh came the denial, as my mind chose to deny the reality that this was a fantasy. And what a wicked fantasy this was. Once more, I could feel the soft flutter of kisses over my eyelashes. A soft moan filled with desire and arousal escaped from me and was caught by the lips of my love. 

			I was here again, after so long. And it was ecstasy.

			Oh, my love. My heart, the only thing of me to realise this was now a dream, started to splinter in my chest. As I felt this heart pain, worry creasing the face I wore in this lie, I started to try to pull myself back into understanding why I would feel this in response to my love.

			As if in answer, the lips I was utterly obsessed with claimed mine again, soothing the heart hurt and dampening the alarm that had started to flare. Those lips, which when I kissed them, sang of love. Lips that could bring me to the edge of sanity and push me willingly over the edge. These lips were the definition of love for me. I crushed harder into them as they moaned my name softly into my kiss—“Nala”—with a hungry urgency, my love’s arousal as clear as mine.

			From within the dream, but not from my love, I heard someone say, “Tsunala, remember this!” I shifted back slightly, looking at emerald-green eyes flecked with what looked like fragments of stars. They held my own as my confusion rose. How could I ever forget this? This was where I belonged, this was my home. This was my world. 

			The dream turned quickly, my arousal kindling into anger as I recalled that this was a dream. I knew what happened next, and before I could summon the anger, strong hands clawed at me, pulling me screaming from my heart’s desire, dragging me further and further away.

			Away from my love, from all that mattered to me. The name that I would give up everything for tripped behind my lips as the pain enveloped me and I awoke as if for the first time.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			I must be awake—there was no peace here, just suffering. 

			The heartache of loss slipped away back into the world of dreams as my shoulders spasmed, shooting darts of pain through my arms.

			Down to the hands that were bound tightly behind my back. 

			Frantically, I pushed myself to full consciousness. 

			My first sense came online quickly, and I recoiled as I smelt stale horse sweat, ogres, and what may be a mixed breed verbeeg. 

			Ugh, if there was one thing that could push the remaining ounce of arousal lingering from the dream away, it was going to be ogres. 

			I opened my eyes, yet couldn’t see anything. It was not that it was dark, nor did I have a blindfold on; there was definitely daylight at the edges of my periphery. 

			The moisture from my shallow breath dewed next to my lips, my face pressed inelegantly against warm worn leather. 

			Heat exploded across my forehead, prickling into sweat as the knowledge of my situation pulled all my senses back into my very real and present body. 

			My prone form was slung over the back of a horse, hands and feet bound, tightly—and not in the fun way. Clearly, I had not entered into this arrangement willingly. 

			I pulled on the constraints around my wrists. Adrenaline pounded through my veins—summoning my anger and rage, a roar gathered in my throat just below the surface. 

			For I would lay waste to those who had removed me from my love, to smite and destroy, for my vengeance has no end.

			But—nothing happened. 

			Not a jot.

			Not even the satisfactory blood-curdling scream that was lying there ready to accompany the wrath. 

			Anger ripped back and coiled within me, seeking respite as it floundered confused. There was nothing there, nothing to reach for, just a feeling of emptiness in a void that should be something. 

			What had I been reaching for? Honestly, what retribution did I think I could muster for this situation?

			The world tightened around me as my breathing quickened and my hearing dulled. Fear coursed down my spine as the dream of the kiss and the name of my love began to disintegrate into the ether where dreams lived. 

			I scrabbled for the threads it left behind, but the details slipped deftly through my mind the harder I grasped at them. 

			Pounding panic made way for pragmatism. 

			My situation was clear—that didn’t make it a desirable one—but, it was clear nevertheless. 

			What was not clear was the how, nor why the urgency from the dream continued to thrum through my bone marrow. 

			A dream and being bound to a horse did not seem like the entirety of my story. Surely, I had not come out of the womb fully formed slumped over a horse while I floated through erotic dreams. Nature dictated there was more to my story than this. 

			Who was I? 

			Emotionally, I was a wreck, but intellectually the response required further thought.

			Swallowing down the fear and putting it into a little box just left of my pounding heart, I shifted my body to a more relaxed posture as best I could in my restraints.

			Clearly my lack of superior strength was not getting me anywhere; hopefully I had some form of intellect to rely on.

			The tendrils of my chestnut brown hair that had escaped my braid swayed in time with the horse’s rhythm, tugging gently at my scalp as they caught in stunted thistles and weeds. 

			Hair is chestnut brown—noted. 

			When I moved my eyes slightly to the right, a large pair of well-worn shoes strode across the dirt, the methodical placement of a walking staff thumping in time. 

			The land was barren and quiet, as if the plants and rocks were just going through the motions of being alive. 

			Trousers, and lumbering legs of what smelt like the half-breed verbeeg, were beside me. 

			A sharp slap on my rump startled me, halting my investigation. 

			A few choice words began to form just as a craggy voice interrupted. 

			“Keep still, lest I think you’re ready to walk the rest of the way.”

			Wet sniggers from an ogre on the other side of the horse broke in. “Fun, Wrecker ready for human fun, Wrecker split you in half, then Wrecker have more fun.” 

			A series of bays and snarls from behind the horse suggested there may be another two ogres in this merry band. 

			“You do not touch her until we confirm whether she is a virgin—this time around I will take the head of any of you who decide to do otherwise,” the verbeeg calmly stated. “Should she not be, then… we will see.” 

			His voice was barely a whisper. 

			A shudder rippled through me as the ogres quietened momentarily. 

			A silent acceptance of both the threat, and the promise. 

			Panic loomed, like ice in my veins. 

			Reaching into the murky recess of my mind, a file that was clearly labelled as Knowledge about ogres opened up before me.

			 Hmm, interesting… 

			Wonder if there was any other knowledge sitting in this little memory cave? 

			Nope, it seemed to be that for now—any knowledge about this world would be on a need-to-know basis. 

			And right now, that was purely about ogres. 

			It would seem, based on my experience, ogres were never known for their wit or clever repartee, and they were as mean as, well, an ogre.

			In my mind’s eye I have seen what ogres can do to humans, and if you come after they have finished their fun, very little of the human remains. 

			Ogres and verbeegs did not require magical abilities, their strength and size lending them to being perfect creatures of labour and war. 

			The one thing that kept ogres in line was their adherence to the giant social structure—which, no real surprise here—the ogres were at the very bottom of due to their general lack of intelligence. 

			The verbeeg ranked just above that, yet their placement on the scale had more to do with their breeding origins than their mental capacity. 

			Arguably, verbeeg intellect and cunning were unsurpassed by most other beings.

			Having the verbeeg here, even as the smell of him suggested he was only a half-breed, suggested that this was more than likely a pack of mercenaries. 

			As I swayed unceremoniously from the back of the horse, this thought held me.

			Let’s unpack this knowledge. 

			Blocking out the baying and snarls from the ogres was surprisingly easy; however, preservation of one’s soul can do astonishing things. 

			The threat to my life was implicit should the reins on them be relaxed. 

			I knew that there were ogres travelling with me, and I knew that somehow I had experience with ogres. 

			But how the fuck did I know this? 

			Frantically, I cast my mind back to try to understand how I was here, captured, and on the back of a horse. 

			It should be relatively simple, as simple as asking myself, What was I doing before this happened? 

			Nothing… except the dream. 

			No memories of what had come to pass, no memories of anything really. 

			How the hell could that be?

			Panic started to rise from my belly. 

			How the hell was it that there are no memories except the residual feel of that dream—the trauma of love lost? 

			I was shaking, feeling that gap, that lack, in my psyche.

			With effort, I shifted my focus to breathing deeply. 

			All was not lost, and I knew three things. 

			My name was Tsunala. Certain aspects of the world were not foreign to me—there was a knowledge base about things even if I could not remember who I was. And lastly, and potentially, much more important in the current situation, the ogre had called me a human. 

			Of all the things to be, a human was not the best option—we were vulnerable on so many levels. 

			We had bones that broke like twigs. 

			Skin that punctured so easily. 

			And blood and organs that sought to escape our body as soon as there was a breach in the skin bag holding it altogether. 

			And, in a world full of magical beings, our innate capacity for magic tended to stem from learned spells and rituals, placing us at the bottom of the pile.

			Panic rose again, now grabbing for my throat. 

			A sob tore from me, as I fully and entirely understood that I was in some serious shit right now. 

			Bound on the back of a horse, with ogres that are just biding their time before they took their leave of me. 

			No memories of who I was. 

			And the dawning fact that my human nature intrinsically meant I couldn’t focus on an escape plan based on physical strength or magic. 

			It would be down to a plan of courage and intelligence. 

			And given I didn’t seem to know anything about myself beyond my name, I wasn’t sure if I possessed courage, intelligence, or even the basic wherewithal to not just soil myself right now. 

			• • •

			My back was warm as the sun reached its zenith, and sweat prickled on my skin as my hair trailed along the road, slowly getting duller as it collected dust and grime.

			The last few hours, my brain and emotions had seesawed from bitter resignation to blinding panic. 

			Struggling against my bindings had only led to their tightening further, sobbing and crying produced no empathy or further explanation as to what my future held, and screaming had only ensured further fleshy laughs and chuckles from the ogres. 

			For now, we were moving towards a future that involved me being forcibly given to someone. 

			Into servitude, or sex work, I had no idea. 

			Regardless, neither was an option I wanted to consider. 

			My gut roiled at the concept of my very existence, beholden to any being, beyond myself. 

			Finally, when my limbs were weak and my eyes gritty, a sense of calm descended, helped by the warmth of the sun and the swaying of the horse. 

			Now calmer, I could take in my surroundings further, and try to understand where I was and where we might be going.

			I breathed in deeply. 

			The air here felt stagnant, and if possible, somewhat expectant. 

			There were little to no animal calls, no rustling of creatures. 

			The disconnect shuddered right down into my very being. 

			All that made up nature in my immediate vicinity felt like it was a shell of itself, merely following the blueprint biology had decreed, and nothing more. 

			Pulling the breath harder through my nose until it almost whistled, I let my senses search for the tang of decay, seeking it for the regenerative life that it was. 

			Yet the inert tastelessness at the back of my throat heralded an absence of life.

			With this unsettling thought in my mind, I considered all aspects of this situation as best I could. 

			To ponder the great questions of life such as who was I, and what was a more surprisingly pressing matter than that—was I a virgin? 

			The minutes shifted into hours, and the ache in my jaw from my tense considerations finally pulled me out of the rumination cycle I was in. 

			So far, since consciousness, I only had two scenes available to help me understand anything at all. 

			The dream and being on the back of a horse. 

			These facts ran over and over again in my mind, my brain frantically picking the threads trying to find more information, until tears started to pinch at my eyes.

			Unfortunately, it didn’t much matter how many times I came at the who was I problem from different angles, it was the same conclusion time and time again.

			Forcing my memory to open up for me wasn’t working, and all it was doing was piling more confusion into the mix. 

			Intuitively, I pulled back from the question of who was I, and leaned into an emotional state that seemed second nature to me. 

			My brain shifted to a more pragmatic focus than the cycle I was dipping into. 

			Right now, I needed more information, and I wouldn’t get that until we stopped. 

			Leaning deep into this new feeling of calm in my chest, and conscious to be wary at the first sign of the pinch of panic, I let my mind turn to the virginity issue. 

			My eyebrows furrowed, and my nose scrunched. 

			What kind of archaic situation was I in where my virginity was of interest? 

			No sooner did I ask myself the question, the answer became evident. 

			I sighed.

			It almost didn’t matter what world I was in—of course there were males that enjoyed being the taker of a female’s maidenhead.

			So, was I a virgin? 

			Honestly, the way that dream me had felt in that room—how deliciously sated and cleansed my soul felt—the answer was hell no. 

			Yet there were many interesting and enjoyable scenarios where the indispensable parts of my virginity could have remained intact.

			Arousal flared at the thought. 

			Hmm, not quite arousal, more a… tingle. 

			Yet, a definite sparking and flickering in my sexual core. 

			Shit, better tamp that down quickly.  

			While the verbeeg’s threat to the ogres held them at bay for now, the smell of my arousal—or whatever it was—could potentially provoke the beasts. 

			There is no way in hell that it was a good idea to test the level of control the verbeeg had over them.

			My companions were not a chatty bunch. 

			With the exception of the initial show of ogre vulgarity, the rest of the ride went quietly. 

			Finally, as twilight started to dim the sun, and after what seemed like hours on this horse, our descent came to an end and we entered into a grove.

			Lifted effortlessly from the back of the saddle, I was sat with surprising gentleness on an old dried-out log in a well trampled clearing, the bark digging into my buttocks. 

			My still bound bare feet were on dry, cracked earth and were poked by the brown spindly grass. 

			Firm woody offshoots crawled along the ground. 

			A series of logs were placed in a haphazard circle around a fire pit that had seen centuries of use, and the muted burble of a nearby creek murmured in the background. 

			The trees surrounding the clearing stood tall and did not appear decayed or weak, but their scent was just… weird. 

			It was still too quiet. 

			Twilight should bring bird calls as they made their way back to nests.

			Despite birds quietly hopping through branches, the only real animal sound was the horse flicking its tail to disturb flies. 

			My soul cried out against the unnatural order. 

			It didn’t look or feel as if the surrounding land was dead, but it seemed as if it was standing right on the precipice of death. 

			It was void of life, the sparkly vivacious, regenerative kind of life. 

			This thought, this loss, keened within me, along with confusion at the depth of despair over this. 

			A gigantic, well-patched, repugnant smelling jacket was draped over my shoulders, and brought me out of my reverie. 

			The smell of Ogre, horse flesh and the vibrant tang of someone who did not bathe frequently—at all—had me involuntarily shrugging the jacket off. 

			Then, horrified, I stopped mid-shrug. 

			Holy shit! 

			I was wearing quite literally next to nothing. 

			Sure, the sheer gold shift that gently gathered at my collarbone and came to just above my knees technically covered my body. And the gauzy material around my breasts and hips was layered and folded in a way that the naturally translucent material was now opaque so as not to show the caramel skin underneath. 

			But come on! 

			My mouth dropped open as my hands covered my face, the heat of shame shooting out to my extremities. 

			Tears of frustration burned in the corners of my eyes. 

			I had been clothed like this—and without the jacket for cover—for the entirety of the trip on the back of that horse…

			Fuck my life. 

			I was clothed like a rich Fae’s concubine—dressed solely for the pleasure of others, with no regard for practicality or shelter from the elements.

			 How do I know this? 

			Who the hell—no wait—what the hell was I?

			Grabbing the jacket, I pulled the edges together as tightly as I could, and breathed through my mouth to avoid the stench.

			My breath was a little jagged as I tried to get into a mouth breathing rhythm, my body and mind quickly shifting to overwhelm. 

			I glanced up from under the weight of the material, and surprise hit my gut at the sight of the startlingly human face in front of me. 

			Rubbing his mostly bald head, he stretched his back out, shaking out the cricks of the walk. His long limbs stretched, and joints popped. He was a blend of human and Verbeeg based on his smell, yet the mish-mash of body shape seemed out of place for any of the giant species. Verbeegs were the most humanoid in their form, with the exception of their lanky limbs and a height that was too great to be considered human. It was as if he had inherited all the major identifying aspects of his half-breeding, yet in the gluing together some of the elements did not quite match. The half-breed before me was too short and not wide enough for a verbeeg, yet too tall and blocky for a human, despite his very human face and mannerisms. 

			Working to start a small fire, he murmured, “My mother was human, my father verbeeg. I get that look a lot.”

			Shifting my weight on the log to get a little respite from the bark, I looked away to see where the ogres were, trying for all the world to not look like that was the exact question that had been on my mind.

			I did a quick count—three ogres—and added that information to the what does Tsunala know pile. Thankfully, they had moved to logs on the other side of the fire pit. My stomach turned; they were still close enough that I could see the various limbs and body parts they were devouring. Whipping my head back to the ground below my feet, I bit back vomit. My attention became hyper-focused on the dead grass as I desperately tried to block out my brain’s natural desire to try to determine what species they had been eating. 

			A tired sigh marked the fact that my captor had sat down on a log near mine as he placed a long spear across his lap. Ah, not a walking staff, a spear. A weird nudge of familiarity, almost a nod of hello, seemed to emanate from the spear.

			 Curious. 

			Its magic must be powerful if I could feel its call.

			My captor looked quite peculiar when seated on his log. It was not high enough for him to have an easy seated position. Instead, with his knees pushed up, and with his girth filling out around them, he was somewhat like a square-shaped mass, with a strange human face bobbing above. 

			“Dwarf,” he casually clarified. “They will eat humans if the opportunity arises, but in this case, the opportunity that arose was dwarf.” 

			Vomit rose again in the back of my throat, and I forced myself to breathe in deep and stop my limbs from shaking. My brain could not seem to focus on both at once.

			Shifting his weight on the log, the half-breed opened up the saddlebag, seemingly unaffected by the noises or sights coming from across the fire pit. 

			“We, however, have something else to eat.” He pulled some bread and cheese from the bag and to his sharp nose, as to decide if it had been in the bag too long. While on another being you could consider the nose to be prominent, on his face, it was all but swallowed up by the expanse of his chins and the width of his neck. “Here, you will be hungry by now.” Nodding to himself, he passed me the food. 

			I moved both hands out to take it from him, trying to exaggerate my movements; a small part of me hoped he would remove the bindings to allow a little more freedom. Yet his eyes didn’t even seem to register the leather ties around my wrists. Quietly tearing a corner off the bread to try to calm my stomach, I nibbled absent-mindedly. At no stage today had I felt the clawing need for food, which must mean I had eaten reasonably recently. Shifting my bound hands to my head—food left in my lap—I checked for any injuries or sensitive bumps. Maybe I had taken a knock to the head, which was why I couldn’t remember anything? But there was no pain around my skull. Okay, so no recent head injuries—what a curious little puzzle this was.

			“My name is Kitor.” Biting a hunk of his bread, he spoke around it, flecks of dough and crumbs mixed with his flying spittle. “I don’t get to talk to anyone, besides ogres, that often. What’s your name?”

			I managed to hide my snort just in time. It seemed peculiar to me—in my given state—that he wanted to have a casual conversation. But who was I kidding? I didn’t exactly hold any winning cards, and my only plan right now was to gather as much information as I could. If speaking to this lonely, talkative verbeeg was a way to do that, then so be it.

			“My name is Tsunala. Where is it exactly that you are taking me?” My eyes narrowed at the sharpness in my tone; best not to ruin my chances to gather information. Swallowing back the words I really wanted to say, I softened my voice. “And, thank you for keeping me safe back there.”

			He smiled at me, a smile that was tinged with a hint of sadness. “We are headed to Cursereach.” His cadence was so human that for a moment, I felt a knot of fear loosen. Which, let’s be honest, was weird given the circumstances. 

			“Keeping you safe is no favour to you as such. I just appreciate that the merchandise should remain in the best condition as possible.”

			Fuck my life—I was merchandise? The knot that had just loosened reformed, tighter and hotter in my stomach. 

			The sad smile transitioned quickly to one of cunning. “There is a good market for humans that look like you. In Cursereach, particularly, there is a select group that will pay very handsomely for a human virgin. Tell me… are you a virgin?” 

			The question rang with a warning. I would be a fool to think that the heart behind that human face was capable of empathy. 

			Instead of answering immediately, and despite the sweat starting to prickle across my arms, I aimed for the curious and casual approach. Show no fear, Tsunala! 

			“Where did you find me?” I asked, head knocked to the side, hopefully the perfect picture of cool, calm curiosity.

			His bushy auburn eyebrows knotted together under his overhanging brow, the stray hairs curling in and around the corners of his brown eyes. “You don’t know?” he asked. At the shake of my head, he continued. “We were two days into coming back down over the Spine of the World, and three days out from the dwarf encounter”—He jutted his chin at the feasting ogres—“when we came across a meadow of wildflowers, and a large yew tree at its centre. I hadn’t seen anything like that in my life, so I thought someone of great magic must be here. Hoping to meet with them, I walked into the meadow, but… all I found was you. Lying there, nestled under that tree as if it were the most natural thing for you to be napping there. I tried to rouse you, and at first, I didn’t think you were breathing. I was contemplating handing you over to the ogres for their next meal when I saw you draw breath.” Holding my gaze, he shrugged nonchalantly, palms up in a beseeching manner—so utterly human. “Don’t judge me for that. Trust me, you’re lucky that they have that meat still. You don’t want to try and work with a hungry ogre.” 

			Yeah, sure—my gratitude is overflowing right now, Kitor. Tell that to my twisted insides at the casual nature you are talking about my potential death.

			Puffing out a frustrated breath, he continued, “I searched around to see if I could see the source of the magic, but there were no dwellings, no villages and no one else around. I haven’t seen anyone for two days, not since we passed the spine.” 

			The hot flush of frustration and panic started to move up my neck. What he told me brought me nothing but pain and further questions. 

			His brows knotted together again, causing deep creases between them, almost as if he were slightly surprised at his talkativeness. 

			“I can’t quite figure out where you might have come from, as you had no food, no drink, nothing with you except what you’re wearing… whatever that is.” His hand waved in a manner that suggested I had not considered my attire particularly wisely. 

			I could not agree with him more on that point. 

			I tugged the jacket closer, partially to hide my distress, but more so I could dive into denial. I was in a very real shitstorm. Despite my desire to remain calm, my mind started to lose the ability to hold on to sense, and careened instead towards blind panic.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The spiral into despair was roughly halted as two of the ogres broke into a fight over the last remaining limb. 

			Teeth bared, the larger of the two grabbed his opponent around the neck and tore into the other’s shoulder with his tusks. 

			It was a show of such terrible strength and brute force: black blood sprayed as tusks dug further in, ravaging tough, grey skin. 

			Kitor swore under his breath as he leapt to his feet and grabbed his spear. 

			With a surprising lightning-quick speed for someone of his size, he was at the heart of the fight and calmly placed his spear to the throat of the larger ogre. 

			All three ogres stilled immediately. 

			The one sitting to the side glanced at Kitor, then his green eyes settled back on the spear digging into his companion’s throat—whose cries of pain became whimpers of fear as the whites of his eyes grew larger. 

			His tusks were still embedded in the other ogre’s shoulder. 

			He remained deathly still, waiting for permission to move, quieting down his ragged breathing. 

			Fear washed out from him. 

			Fear, and what looked like humiliation at the feeling of the fear.

			Interesting. 

			Verbeegs were known for their viciousness and cunning. 

			While they were said to be beings of their word, any agreement with them needed to be worded carefully, or they would find a way out. 

			And always to their advantage. 

			I had assumed that the bargain or agreement he had with the ogres was based on this cunning, particularly given his half-breed status. 

			I hadn’t fathomed it would be enforceable through violence. 

			Trembling, with adrenaline coursing through me, I needed to reassess this idea now. 

			Clearly, the ogre’s reaction to the spear was one of deep-seated fear and terror.

			There was no question about Kitor’s ability with the spear, but was the fear less to do with his skill, and more to do with that magic I felt earlier?

			Deliberately, the attacking ogre raised his hands up to the side, showing immediate surrender and subservience. 

			With calculated slowness, he lowered his head and a gasp escaped from the injured ogre as the tusks were ducked down, and out, of his shoulder. 

			The attacker took three measured, steady steps back. 

			The bone spear-tip never moved from the side of his throat, as if eager to spill blood, and all that prevented the death of the ogre was Kitor holding it at bay. 

			A feather’s breadth from the tip of the spear, his throat visibly bobbed, despite the thick fleshy grey mass of his neck. 

			His dark eyes darted to Kitor, lips peeling back in an attempt at a benign smile. “It’s done,” he pleaded. 

			“Wrecker sorry, Wrecker won’t do it again. Please…” 

			He shuddered. “…take it away from Wrecker.”

			Kitor remained rigid with tension, listening to an internal voice that seemed to weigh the desire to kill the ogre versus the need to keep him alive. 

			“See, Crusher okay, Crusher sit up now,” the ogre all but begged as he pointed to the injured ogre sitting up and stretching out his arm to get some mobility back into his healing shoulder muscle, the wound gathering at the seams and knitting back together.

			There was such silence, the loudness of my breath filled my ears, seconds ticked by before there was any movement from either Kitor or the ogres. 

			With casual laziness, the decision seemed to be made as Kitor swiped the spear away from Wrecker’s throat. 

			A little flourish had it under his right armpit. 

			As he turned on his heel, his voice was laced with promised death. 

			“That is the last time I stop it from killing you.”

			Wrecker’s complexion went greyer at the threat, but his subservience lasted only momentarily as a spark of pure hatred flared in his eyes. Keeping his back to the ogres, Kitor seemed unconcerned about his potential vulnerability. With a nod towards me, he started to warm his hands at the fire, instantly dismissing the ogres and the situation, and reinforcing the hierarchy of the group. The message to me was clear: I would be a fool to try to go up against him—or the spear—directly.

			Despite what felt like an ominous promise should I defy Kitor, an overwhelming spike of relief coursed through me. 

			My shoulders slumped, struggling to hold the weight of this emotion. 

			Death had been avoided on this day, and that invigorated me. 

			An element of respect—and hope—started to blossom. 

			Kitor had the capacity to use death as the final arbitrator, yet he had chosen life. 

			Notwithstanding my current predicament, this small element of mercy shown, and to a being such as an ogre, sparked a small bud of hope that I may be able to use that trait to my advantage. 

			The ogres started moving around in forced casualness, busying themselves with setting up their own little camp. 

			Still not turning to look back at them, Kitor seemed to loosen an element of tension, at the routine nature of the noise. 

			His studied nonchalance moved into a more authentic and relaxed posture.

			Sitting back down on his log, he turned to me. “They get more difficult the longer they go without being able to release their bloodlust. The dwarves were a few days ago, and Wrecker particularly needs to vent frequently.”

			I nodded. I understood the nature of the beast, but I did not have to like the actions needed to sate this desire. “I am pleased you didn’t kill him,” I said, heavily emphasising each word as I stared into Kitor’s eyes. His reaction to these words was important to me: I needed him to see my relief that he did not kill. That I was relieved that an ogre still lived. And also, an answer to an unasked question.

			His eyes held mine for a beat, then another. A small shake of his head was all that belied his initial confusion at my intensity, but then his eyes widened as he heard the plea that underpinned those words. Am I safe here with you? His gaze dropped as he nodded gently towards me, then turned his face back to the fire. 

			It was the start of an understanding: this question of whether my focus needed to be on surviving this journey, or could I turn it to what would happen after I was sold?

			Placing the spear back over his lap, Kitor worked out a kink from his neck. “They may be pains in my ass,” he said, “but they are good at what they do, and don’t cost me much on account of them finding their own food. It doesn’t make sense to kill them whenever they get out of line.” 

			I found solace in that little nod. Curiosity got the best of me again. “What is it that you do?” To my surprise, perhaps because of the relief that for now, I may be safe, a sliver of humour emerged. “Are you a full-time body snatcher or do you have a side hustle?”

			His thin lips cracked into a smile, a delighted chuckle rumbling from his chest. “I have never been called a body snatcher before.” He turned a little sombre, but his words did not surprise me as he told me what I already knew. “I’m a mercenary, and they are my muscle.” His eyes lightened up as he smiled toothily at me. “I guess you could say body snatcher is my side hustle.” 

			As he sat there, grinning away at me, there was absolutely no part of his face that could be considered easy on the eye. But that smile was warm, genuine, and had a spark in it. My heart betrayed me as I stared at this captor of mine. For an unknown reason, that smile pleased me greatly. 

			As the dusk melted into night, and with the vibe taken down a notch or two, Kitor hefted himself up from his log. With a studied casualness, he untied the leather binds around my wrists and ankles. Sitting back down, he reached for the remainder of bread and cheese. After all that had gone down, staring at the flames of the fire while stretching and flexing out my wrists was bliss. A gentle walk around the fire pit managed to bring the blood flowing back into my legs. The dancing movements as the flames licked around the logs, lulled me into a meditative state, a brief moment of quiet in my soul. Just enough space to feel the mental exhaustion that wanted to seep out of my body. 

			The day had felt like an entire lifetime, as if I was a newborn coming into the world. My brain sagged under the weight of balancing all the activity of the day against the big hole of information I had not yet gained, not to mention a very uncertain future. The urgency in the dream—to remember and to take heed—thrummed in the back of my mind. There was something important I needed to figure out; the fear from my dream translated firmly into this reality. Someone I loved was potentially in trouble, and I needed to piece everything together as fast as possible. I had no idea what the future held for me once we reached our destination, beyond the implicit threat of being sold. 

			“How long will it take to Cursereach?” I tentatively asked. My words tugged Kitor out of his trance, and I swore I could see the smallest amount of empathy in his eyes. 

			“Three more full days.” 

			That could be enough time. Certainly, it gave time for me to keep trying to get a better grip on my origin story. There may even be an opportunity to escape, especially if we came across someone on the way.

			As if he could read my mind, he continued, “We won’t see anyone on our way, in case that is what you’re hoping. We are using one of the trails created by smugglers between Shandia and Delandsk. Those that we do meet might just as likely try to take you than do right by you.” His tone was suddenly earnest as he held my gaze with an iron grip. “Trust me, you are safer staying with me till we get to Cursereach.” 

			The snort that left my lungs was soft as I realised that his words held truth. For now, it appeared my captor was also the very being to keep me safe.

			Kitor stood from the fire and grabbed a pouch from the saddlebag next to him. Sprinkling what appeared to be salt, he created a largish circle around the fire and the saddlebag, but not the logs. Comprehension dawned on me: it was just big enough for two to lie down within.

			As he completed the circle, he glanced up and saw me staring at him in absolute confusion. “It’s to keep the dead out…” He shook a little more to cover up what may have been a gap in the circle. “You know… for while we sleep.” A puzzled look came across his face, as if this was an action I most definitely should know about. “Do you remember anything about how you came to be in that meadow, or your life before?” He asked me gently. 

			The flair of pain across my face came slightly quicker than my reply of “no.” I couldn’t bear the look of absolute pity he gave me, so I shrugged, my voice wobbling more than I would like. “Maybe I have amnesia or a brain injury or something like that. I can’t remember going to sleep, or who I am. Where I came from, or… well… anything.” Really, right now, amnesia seemed to be the only real explanation, yet it made me feel so utterly alone. Standing up, I asked, slightly more briskly than I intended, “Is it safe for me to take care of my evening needs before we go to sleep?” 

			He nodded. I pulled the oversized jacket closer and stepped over the log into the darkness. 

			My plan was to head towards where I heard the murmur of a brook earlier. However, when the fire was only a glow behind me, I stopped my awkward barefoot hobbling and let myself sag against a tree. 

			My body felt vacant, and a numbness that felt like it could take over my soul was slowly spreading. Despite wanting to put on a brave face, as soon as I was alone… well, my shaking hands spoke volumes about how I was really feeling. 

			There was so much of this world that I didn’t seem to know about. It was all so completely and utterly foreign. So many hidden dangers that I had to learn about. I felt so obscenely helpless, like a stupid, powerless babe in the woods. 

			An invisible hand reached in to my stomach and twisted my organs, it was clear that for the foreseeable future, my destiny was tied to whomever would take care of me at that moment.

			As if the universe wanted to punctuate that point, a large fleshy hand clamped over my mouth. 

			“You be quiet. Wrecker just want to have some fun.” 

			Oh shit, this was not good. I tried to take a breath to calm my terror, but his hand was so large it blocked my nostrils. No air came in, and so, against every fibre of my being screaming against it, my body softened into that of complete compliance. I hoped that my lack of struggle would either have Wrecker loosen his hand, or at the worst, get us to wherever he was taking me quicker.

			Thankfully, he only dragged me a few steps further, just down by the small brook. He threw me onto the ground and I sucked in as much air as my lungs could cope with. Wrecker stood over me, and started to move aside the shabby cloth that covered his vulgar ogre cock. 

			Oh, hell no!

			I scooted myself backwards, trying to get purchase on the ground with my trembling legs, to allow me to turn and run. A hand like iron snaked out and grabbed my left ankle. The skin on my buttocks and shoulder blades peeled as he dragged me back to him. Still holding my left ankle, he knelt forward, his knees pushing apart my legs. 

			My brain began to shut down as my fight instinct took over. Drawing up my right leg, I kicked blindly with all my strength. My heel impacted with his fleshy nose, bone crunching as my kick went a point further than the nose was designed for. Despite the momentary respite that kick gave me, he didn’t loosen the hold on my other foot. 

			“You bitch,” he swore as he slapped my face with such force, stars took over my vision just as I blacked out. When I came to, short-lived relief blazed, as it had only been a second or two of incapacitation. My right leg was pinned under his left knee. The pressure on it as it ground into the hard earth below me was immense. Pulling my chin to look at him, he snarled, “Wrecker going to fuck you hard.” Spitting a glob of black blood and saliva onto my face, a deathly promise slipped from his lips with a sneer. “Fuck you—till your body turns cold.”

			My free hand moved to wipe the spittle from my face, focusing on keeping my mouth clamped shut as the smell of rotting carrion carried on the surface of the mucus and blood. 

			He pushed my left leg wider, his giant hard cock in his hand. I stared a certain death in the eye. Without a shadow of a doubt, it would kill me if he rammed himself into me. My frail human body would not be able to survive that infraction. 

			Sobs and pleas were flying from my throat, tears streaming, as I gasped precious oxygen into my lungs. Pulling myself together, even a little, was completely impossible, as all I could imagine was how it would feel to have my organs cleaved in half when he would thrust into me.

			My stupid scant clothes were no impediment. Wrecker gave the cloth covering my vulnerable sex a tug to expose me to his eyes. He placed his disgusting member on the folds of sensitive skin that covered the entrance to my vagina, and shudders of revulsion and fear rippled through me. My pleas became screams as he grinned, ready to thrust, and take my life.

			The scream of impending death gathered in the back of my throat, my eyes tightly closed. A pause, almost as if the world around me was holding its breath, then a grunt, and…Oh my God. Warm liquid splashed over my face, down my neck, across my chest. So much of it that my eyes remained firmly closed, not wanting to be blinded by whatever it was. 

			A metallic tang filled my nostrils as my confused brain connected the senses, confirming the fluid was blood. A lot of it. With a thud, I was body-slammed underneath the dead weight of Wrecker, pushing the precious air out of my lungs. A part of my biology, that I had been unaware of till now, knew that his life was leaching out of him and onto me. 

			Reflex had me opening my mouth to try and gasp the oxygen back in, but I only filled my throat with blood. Holy shit, I’m going to drown. 

			Thrashing around under the weight of the ogre, unable to breathe, I had merely transferred from one death to another. Out of the pan and into the fire.

			I was close to hysteria when the pressure on me released and the dead ogre was pushed off me. Tugging at what strength remained in my limbs, I rolled onto all fours, frantically spitting all my fear and ogre blood onto the earth. My lips moved as if in prayer that the land would take my pain and anguish deep down into its lava core. Drawing in deep breaths to soothe my rampant heart, I was unsure if I would ever be okay again. Shaking, my arms collapsed under me, leaving my head to rest in my spittle.

			I was so alone. 

			I had no connection to who I was, or what I was, and I very nearly lost my life tonight. 

			Tears continued to fall into the earth, great sobs wracked my body as my fingers dug into the dry dirt. 

			Desperate to root myself into the dark soil and begin again. 

			Gentle hands touched my shoulders, as if in a silent reminder that I was not fully alone. 

			It dawned on me that Kitor had chosen my life over that of one of his companions. Uncertain at first, I found that I was equally surprised, and unbelievably thankful to him. 

			“You’re okay…” Kitor quietly said, crouching next to me as my sobs subsided. “You’re okay.” 

			I lifted my heavy head up, Wrecker’s blood started to dry and crack on my neck. My fingers remained in the earth, shallow roots for my current existence. 

			“I am so sorry… sorry you had to choose.”

			Sure, I had no idea on what my life had been like before waking up this morning, but the feeling of gratitude was very real when he said, “It was an easier choice than you think.” 

			As I peered at this strange half-human, half-verbeeg, a swelling of power rose from within me. Pulling on every part of my body, made of strength, love… and fury. In my torn heart, I would never forget the choice he had made to save my life. And while I didn’t know how, an absolute certainty shook me to my very soul: that I would rain down pain on anyone who ever harmed Kitor. 

			As swiftly as this feeling emerged, it ebbed away, leaving me confused as to the ferocity of the emotion, and at the same time hollow once more. 

			A choice on who would live, and who would die, had been made tonight. That sacred act deserved the solemn emotion that settled on my shoulders. 

			Kitor got up from his crouch beside me as I moved into a sitting position. I pulled the jacket around what remained of my shredded clothes, and hunched down into the protective shield it gave me. 

			My curiosity flared as Kitor removed a leather pouch from around his neck. He pulled out a pebble-sized blue crystal, and placed it onto the heart centre of the ogre. I felt—rather than saw—the transfer of energy from the ogre to the crystal. The crystal changed colour slightly as a red whirl poked around the crystalline edges, and then settled like sediment. Kitor placed the crystal back into the pouch and hung it around his neck, tucking it almost reverently into his coarse shirt. 

			His eyes lingered on my face at my curiosity as his hand rested over the now hidden crystal. Quietly, as if testing the waters on my knowledge, he began to explain, “It’s my Huginn Crystal.” From the lack of recognition in my eyes, he pressed on, still slightly hesitantly, and with a slightly questioning tone, ready for me to interrupt him to confirm my knowledge. He would get no such interruption from me tonight. None of this felt familiar.

			“They hold the soul of the dead until I reach a mortuum to deposit them.” With a shake of his head and his brows furrowed, he reached out a hand to help me stand. “It’s a violation punishable by death to leave a soul to wander.” 

			“How would they know if you leave a soul?” I murmured as we walked to the brook. I kneeled to wash my face and arms, my hands shaking as the adrenaline started to recede from my body. 

			Handing me a rough edge of cloth to help clean out my eyes, he explained, “All our souls hold a psychic imprint that can detail events of the death, and at whose hand, if that’s relevant.” 

			That’s interesting…

			Kitor gave me some time to finish cleaning up as best I could, allowing my body to reset into some semblance of calm. Tremors still wracked through me with memories of Wrecker standing over me. Once I was steady, we walked quietly back to the campsite.

			As we reached the fire and the safety of light, my shoulders loosened somewhat. Kitor went over to the saddlebags and pulled out a massive shirt, which he passed to me, along with the leather that had been used to bind me previously. “Here,” he said gruffly, “put this on.” For now, the ogres were no where to be seen. “Don’t worry about them,” Kitor said, “they are with Wrecker now… They won’t be back for a while.” With the limbs of those dwarves still fresh in my mind, I didn’t want to know what they were doing with Wrecker. 

			As Kitor turned his back, I shrugged the jacket off and slipped his shirt on. “At this rate,” I half joked, desperate for the feeling of normality, “you won’t have any clothes left!” 

			He chuckled quietly as I tied the leather around my waist and started to roll up the sleeves. I looked down and laughed at how I must appear. It was such a change from what I had been wearing at the start of the day. Instead of the rich, gauzy material, I was swamped in a rough-hewn shirt that came midway down to my calves, and the shirt sleeves to just above my knees. To the best of my knowledge, I had never been so grateful to look like I was wearing a sack!

			Feeling a little surer of myself, I sat on my log, settling my interest on the spear that Kitor had propped up on his log. The spear that stopped three fully grown ogres in their tracks, and seemingly bound them to Kitor’s will.

			The weathered wooden shaft was intricately engraved with swirls and symbols. If I squinted, they looked like they could be protection and speed enchantments, but at this distance, I couldn’t confirm. 

			A warm flush of welcome, and a coquettish call to look further, gave me the distinct sensation that it knew I was scrutinising it. I scanned my eyes up the shaft of the spear. The enchantments continued up over the black obsidian connector, which seamlessly transitioned into that razor-sharp bone tip. Sharp enough to pierce ogre flesh and go through bone, cartilage, and arteries. It felt ancient as hell, and now my curiosity was piqued; how did it come to be in Kitor’s possession? 

			My not so subtle consideration of the spear caught Kitor’s attention. It intrinsically balanced itself in his left palm, providing the perfect point of balance as he hefted the shaft up and bounced it in his hand. “It’s beautiful, in its own way, isn’t it?” he rhetorically asked me. “My father gave it to me on my name day, and said to never let it out of my sight.” 

			He gazed down at it, running the pad of his thumb appreciatively over one of the protective swirls on the handle. “It’s been protecting our family for generations, handed down from father to son.” 

			A little shock flicked through my spine at the normality of that familial relationship. I had assumed that Kitor’s breeding had been by force, but he must at least have a relationship with his father if he’d received the spear. He smiled at me. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, “and trust me, I get it. My father was also a half-human, half-verbeeg, and he fell in love with my human mother.”

			He paused, studying the spear further, his eyebrows knotted tightly. “I know that the spear holds some serious magic, and I have been trying to understand what that is. It’s why, when I saw the meadow, I had hoped to find someone with great magic. Pretty much anyone with an ounce of magic can tell me, It has protection and speed properties,” he said in a flat, monotone voice, laced with frustration. 

			The power and ancient wisdom emanating from the spear told me that it was more than that, yet, there was something about what he just said that intrigued me. “How do you know it’s not that simple?” I asked.

			A glint of fear flashed across his eyes. He paused as if considering whether to tell me his thoughts. Something obviously settled it for him, as he whispered, “Because I don’t control it, it controls me.”

			A huff of breath left my lungs. That was not quite what I was expecting…

			“My father told me that the secret to the spear, to having its protection, was to surrender to it. It doesn’t quite talk to me; however, it can be obvious in its messages to me.” He paused again, and then said quietly, “It’s how I knew you were in trouble. The spear started to thrum and flap around on the ground like a fish out of water. When I saw you lying there, Wrecker over the top of you—I am not too sure if I threw the spear, or if the spear threw itself at him.” A grimace struck his unusual features. “You thanked me for choosing to save you… really… I decided to save myself. I think had I chosen to let Wrecker kill you, the spear would have taken my life.” A half-choked laugh came from him. “I did tell you it was an easier choice than you may have thought.” 

			His head swung to me. He seemed bereft after his admission that he had decided to save himself rather than save me. I didn’t know why, but it seemed important for me to comfort him. “I get where you’re coming from, and I believe you. However, I want you to know that I think it was you, not the spear, that decided to save me.” 

			Gratitude softened his expression. He shrugged. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. But I know the spear can turn on its holder. Apparently, it did for my grandfather after he made some… poor choices.” 

			I pondered that as our conversation lulled, moving back again to look at the flames dance across the logs. 

			A few more moments passed before Kitor said, “I have laid out what I can for you to sleep on.” He gestured to the only blanket on the ground. “You will need to use that jacket to cover yourself if it gets cold; however, the nights are still not too chilly. Give it another week, and you wouldn’t get away with wearing just that shirt.” He grinned as he said this, intent on keeping the mood light.

			I murmured a “thank you” as I shifted over to the blanket. Lying down, I squirmed around a bit, trying to find a comfortable position. Try as I might, though, the poky grass found a way through the blanket, so I made do with what comfort there was and closed my eyes. Just as my body started to soften, the day’s events made me tense with distress again. Sleep was necessary right now, as it was evident that my survival was dependent on my wits alone. Digging my fingers back into the hard dirt, packing it underneath my nails, I felt the rigidity of my muscles drop. 

			At that moment, as the fire dwindled, I knew that tomorrow would bring more lessons, and bring me a step closer to finding out who I was. For now, as my heart beat a little faster, I wondered if I would see my love again as I slipped down into the world of dreams.
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