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      There is a stillness in the air today, the only sounds I can hear being the birds in the trees and the heavy breathing of Aqidah the Wise of the Golden Arrow Clan and Old Malik of the Burning Sun Clan. The former is the one who convinced me to join the initial group to welcome the humans, and the latter, being a former chieftain himself before stepping aside to leave his clan to his son, would have dragged me here if I had declined.

      I stand alongside them as we wait for the human delegation. Today is the day that we hope to make new alliances that can make our already growing numbers even stronger.

      As chieftain of the Beheader Clan, this was not something that I ever envisaged, though I was more than aware that my kind has been working alongside and even mating and breeding with humans for some time now. Indeed, it seems to be spreading amongst the clans as chieftains especially choose humans for their mates.

      None more than Aqidah have made quite such a success in this union of the species. He has become a leader that many of us have learned from, despite his young age. As such I have developed close ties with the Golden Arrows, especially as they have been focusing on developing healing skills and medicines that both humans and orcs can benefit from.

      With the dying of our magic, we have little choice to advance our skills and knowledge in these areas, and Aqidah’s mate has been crucial in developing and delivering on this. Shamans are now able to learn from humans in this way, meaning that many lives have been saved without the need for magical intervention.

      As a leader, I am willing to do whatever is needed in the best interest of my clan. That includes working together with other clans that  wish to stop the endless fighting over territory, honor, and resources to make this life more bearable.

      All of us, humans and orcs, have had our fill of hardship and savagery, of plundering this world of its people and resources as well as now having to come to terms with the dying of our magic.

      Orcs have been through more than enough as it is, and now, just when we believed ourselves to be free of our mortal enemies, the Dark Elves, we have all been shocked to our cores to discover that they have followed us to Earth.

      This is why it is imperative that our clans join forces not only with each other but with humans, too. Harok and Aqidah were right when they came to me, insisting that we needed help from the natives of this planet, especially when it comes to weapons.

      Dark elves are a threat to us all. They have already driven us from our own planet, Protheka, and somehow they have managed to find us. For a while it seems they have managed to keep their presence hidden, but they are not a race to be kept underground and have since declared a frontal attack, determined to exterminate our race.

      And so, we wait for the human delegation, hoping that we can negotiate some form of cooperation as we once again come under threat from the dark elves of Protheka, wondering if we can ever be free of them. My fists clench and my jaw tightens as I think of them, their greed and their cruelty knowing no bounds. They have driven us from our home, and yet still they are not satisfied.

      Silently, the humans emerge from the forest and I heave out a breath. I watch as they appear, all wearing the same attire—dark green pants and shirts that do well at keeping them camouflaged. In their hands they carry large knives and also spears which I suspect to be mithril, the only metal that can kill orcs.

      It’s clear they don’t trust us, so we can only hope that Lisa, Aqidah’s human mate, has laid the ground well for this meeting, explaining to them the recent happenings and stating how humans have little choice but to start to join forces with us in greater numbers.

      For so long humans have believed us to be their worst enemy and of course they would have cause to. As a species we have decimated this planet over the decades and taken life as they knew it away from them. But things have changed over the years as orcs and humans have begun to co-exist, and now orcs aren’t the only enemy.

      Not content with setting their sights on orcs, the dark elves have also targeted humans—undertaking killing sprees, harvesting humans and taking them for whatever lurid reasons they have. Orcs and humans now have a common enemy, and if anything can bring us together, this may be it.

      The humans stand before us, clearly tense, but try to avoid showing signs of it. I can smell their fear a mile off. The person who steps forward and speaks is a woman, and it surprises me. Humans are not always known for their equal treatment when it comes to their women, let alone placing one in a position of leadership.

      There is nothing about her that says she is nervous, and this leads me to suspect that she is from a human settlement that is more progressive in its ways. Not all humans are animals, in the same way that not all orcs are beasts.

      This woman is not fragile, quite the opposite in fact. She observes us, her eyes clear and confident and I can’t help but admire her strength, as though she has the spirit of a warrior. It’s something that I recognize, as a warrior myself, and I am drawn to her in a way I would not expect, having never been interested in human women before.

      Though she is smaller than an orc of course, her demeanor exudes nothing but power and determination, almost as though she is an equal—a thought that shocks me as it enters my mind. But humans have surprised me recently, showing themselves to be much more capable than their puny bodies would suggest.

      I rake my eyes up and down her, trying to be discreet about it and hoping that I am succeeding. She is fairly tall for a human female, though much smaller than an orc and her body is young, lean and athletic looking, obviously used to training and being active. Her golden hair rests just below her chin, framing a face that is strikingly beautiful.

      Old Malik steps forward to greet her, ensuring that he is unarmed to demonstrate that we are no threat and can be trusted. He introduces himself, shaking hands to show that we have some knowledge and respect for human customs.

      The woman introduces herself in return as she also extends her greetings to Aqidah the Wise who is, as ever, the diplomat. He speaks in a way that seems to put the rest of her people at ease, a gift indeed, and one that we will rely on in the future as we make more alliances.

      Finally she holds out her hand to me, and I am obliged to return the gesture, almost gasping when the touch of her skin results in a rush of electricity that shoots up my arm, spreads across my chest and settles when it reaches my head.

      What is that?

      She pulls her hand away and steps back. “I am leading this delegation,” she says, confidently.

      “And you are most welcome here,” replies Malik. He stretches out his hand, gesturing to the buildings in the near distance. “Please, we have a space at our base in which we can sit, eat, and discuss some important matters.”

      The woman smiles and nods her head. “Thank you.”

      We walk the short distance to the stronghold and I can’t help but look at her, my eyes finding their way back to her each time I try to avert them. Any tension I held in my body has now left, and all I can feel is the remnants of the sparks that coursed through me when she took my hand.

      Who is she and what is happening to me?
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      “Your base is a credit to you, Chief Aqidah,” I say as we make our way inside the stronghold. This is my first time inside an orc base and, despite what others may think, I feel nothing other than calm and welcome. It is obvious that this is a place of peace, where clan members, orc and human, co-exist in a way that serves both of their needs.

      “Thank you,” he says. “It has always been my aim to ensure that orcs and humans can not only live alongside one another but also can learn from each other and enjoy sharing our skills, knowledge, and also lives.”

      This is evident from the faces that I see. It’s a bustling base, with many people and a large number of buildings that seems to be getting bigger from the partially constructed buildings around the perimeter. There are people working, engaged in conversations, children playing and most who see us nod their head, smile or greet us with kind words.

      “I hear that you and your human mate have been blessed with a child,” I reply.

      “We have indeed,” he says, a look so warm on his face it is hard to ignore. I knew orcs were not all brutes, but this one in particular really is what people say of him.

      “Many congratulations,” I offer.

      “Thank you. Meeting and mating with Lisa was one of the greatest triumphs of my life. She has given me much to be thankful for. You must speak with her during your visit. As you may know she is medically trained and has been instrumental in teaching us medical skills and knowledge. Her program really is something that I hope many clans can benefit from.”

      “Of course, I would very much like to meet her. She sounds remarkable.”

      “She truly is,” says Aqidah, his love and respect for her evident in his voice and the look on his face. If this is how orcs love their women then I can see why so many humans are choosing them over human men.

      Just behind me is one of the other great chieftains, Dhog the Ruthless. If his looks are anything to go by then he must surely live up to his name. He is older than Aqidah, his skin wearing the marks of many battles, and his hair long and unruly.

      I can feel his eyes on me, burning my skin as he moves them across my body in looks of hungry admiration. Inside I am smiling at the way he obviously wishes to know what is under this military uniform, though I do not show him my smile outwardly. At this stage I am still a guest here, and I have a job to do after all, even if I am drawn to this orc.

      Our eyes meet when we get to the meeting hall and I gaze blatantly at him, enjoying toying with him. But I’m surprised when my chest pounds and my stomach flutters. He looks rough and wild, exuding a charisma that is almost animal-like, feral. A shiver runs up my spine—he’s just my type.

      He’s definitely older than my twenty-two years, and this in itself is enough to draw me in further. Men my age rarely hold my attention, not having the confidence and experience that builds strength of character. Yet many who are older already have wives or partners.

      Most relationships I have had have died a slow, painful death because of the actions of my father. Obviously, I’ve chosen wrong in the past—setting my sights on men who were weak and could never give me what I need, what I crave.

      But this orc…

      I can hardly believe my mind and body is reacting like this—orcs have never done it for me. But one thing I am sure of is that I do what I want, when I want. Life is far too short to live in an unfulfilled way, especially a life such as this in a world such as this.

      Besides, I’ve heard what some women have had to say about taking orcs as lovers and apparently there is plenty to get excited about. Their bodies may be huge, and they may often look and act ferocious, but in bed they can leave human men behind by far.

      Times have changed. Orcs and humans are working together and co-existing, helping to establish peace. Many have enjoyed pleasure together and also fallen in love, resulting in interspecies children. It’s a far cry from the war that raged between us for so many years.

      “Come,” says Malik. “We have prepared a sumptuous dinner that I hope will be to your liking. Of course, we have humans here at our base, so we are able to understand more of your customs and preferences.”

      “Thank you, that sounds wonderful,” I say, smiling at him and then turning my attention back to the one they call Dhog. His eyes blaze as they meet mine and, once again, I hold his gaze, enjoying the way that it feels as our chests heave in unison.

      I can hear the noise before the doors are even opened. There is music and laughing and the voices of orcs and humans spill out in a display of rowdiness and harmony that brings a bigger smile to my face and a lightness to my belly as we’re led in.

      “Here,” says Malik. “This table is yours. Please eat, drink, and be merry.”

      This is not what I was expecting from these negotiations but whatever it is I am down for it. The food is delicious, a huge selection of meats and vegetables, fresh, crusty breads and delectable sweet pies. As for the ale and the wine, it does not stop flowing and I match my men and many of the orcs, drink for drink, unable to remember a time when I enjoyed myself this much.

      At the other end of our huge table sits Dhog, his face serious as he silently eats. By now my belly is full and the alcohol has taken away any inhibitions that I had left, and they are few as it is. I watch him for a few moments, taking in his demeanor and his huge body.

      He looks like many of his kind—tall, well over six feet with a hard body covered with an armor of muscle. His hair is different, wild and curly that reaches his shoulders. He exudes a rough wildness even more than most orcs and it’s this that speaks to me the most.

      I find myself wondering if he is as wild as he looks, and how that would translate to the bedroom. He’s also older, a perfect combination and, from what I have seen so far, there doesn’t seem to be a significant other, whether human or orc.

      Dhog the Ruthless. Just how ruthless is he? How wild and dangerous? The need to know wins and I’m not sure if it’s the alcohol or the sheer desperation of wanting to find out, but something takes me over.

      My lips curve into a smile as a thought comes to me, the alcohol in my system ensuring that nothing will stop me from acting upon it. I stand, my eyes fixed on him and sashay towards him, seeing that my plan is working as his eyes fix on the sway of my hips and move up to my breasts.

      “Dhog, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he says gruffly as I stand next to him. “Chief Dhog.” He looks up at me, his eyes almost sparkling as we gaze at each other. Just being this close to him sends a thrill through my body and, if I could, I would run my hands hungrily over the hard muscle of his chest.

      “Well, Chief Dhog, do you want to know how humans like to welcome people?”
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      I’m not foolish enough to think this woman is being serious. The massive grin stretched across her face gives her away immediately, as does the mischievous glint in her eyes. I know that there is something brewing underneath, but the way she stares at me makes my curiosity bloom.

      She stands before me, not looking away, and I appreciate her boldness. It’s obvious she’s challenging me, testing out what kind of orc I am, and I’m not sure what to make of her little game.

      Her cheeks are flushed, and I know she’s drunk a lot as I’ve been watching her all night. Is that why she came stumbling over here to challenge me?

      I know she’s waiting to see if I’ll accept whatever she’s concocted in her head, and if her body language is any indication, it won’t be a civil and polite exchange.

      I can’t help thinking that she is one hell of a woman, unlike anyone else I’ve met. That doesn’t mean that I’m going to shy away. I never back away from a challenge. I am Dhog the Ruthless, a formidable foe, and not an orc that would yield to a small human.

      Climbing to my feet, I offer her an equally wicked grin. “I’d love to.”

      Pulled up to my full height, I tower over the woman, and she has to tip her head back to stare up at me. I like the feeling of superiority as I look down on her, but she isn’t going to let it continue.

      With a swift movement, she leaps onto my abandoned seat so that we are eye-level. I’m still waiting for her to show me whatever she walked over here for so I raise my eyebrows at her, asking her a silent question.

      I’m shocked when she giggles, and she snatches my cup up off the table. Who is this woman who is so bold and brash that she gives me a sly look as she drains my drink? It’s not like she needs any more booze if her tinted skin and soft laugh are any indication.

      “What are you--” I start, but she whips around just as I do to grab my face.

      I don’t have enough time to process what’s happening before her lips meet mine in a fiery kiss. My eyes are wide, and I gasp involuntarily at the intensity of it. She takes advantage of that as she thrusts her tongue into my mouth and I almost jerk away from her right then.

      I would have if it weren’t for the electricity that is starting to pulse through my veins, pulling me into the kiss.

      My hands move of their own violation as my eyes start to close and I grab her waist. She takes that as encouragement, her hands sliding back behind my head and locking around my neck.

      The hall erupts around us with various protests and cheers. There seem to be mixed feelings among the crowd, but I don’t care as her tongue battles mine for submission.

      Around us, the uproar only grows. Something falls to the ground, clattering loudly despite all the yelling. Someone’s hand slams into the table, likely in anger at our display.

      I don’t care, though, as I pull her harder against me, needing more. I already feel out of breath, but I don’t dare pull back. My fingers tease the edge of her shirt, and the second they hit her bare skin, I swear I’ve been struck by lightning.

      The noise around us fades away, and I’m so lost in the kiss that it’s the only thing in this world I even recognize. My ears have gone deaf and my eyes have gone blind. The only thing I have now is my touch and taste, and this woman is dominating both.

      I swear that she can’t be human with the way that she is making my body react. She must have some kind of magic with the way I feel right now because this is something otherworldly.

      She pulls back as my hand moves to grip her hair, and I try to follow her. She ducks out of my grasp, and I’m forced to open my eyes, confused and a little dizzy as I try to understand what just happened.

      I had been getting into the kiss when she broke it, and it takes me a few tries before I’m able to blink away the bleariness that grips my vision. My eyes lock back on the woman as her lips curve up in a dangerous smile like she’s daring me to take her right here.

      Don’t tempt me, I want to tell her as anger floods my body. My heart thuds with irritation at the suddenness of it all, and with the blood roaring in my ears, I almost miss her next words.

      “Humans in western countries greet each other with a kiss,” she tells me, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip like an invitation.

      I take a step forward, ready to finish what she started when someone storms in between us.

      “Wendy!” He shouts, and it’s hard to hear him over the din of the hall. I almost didn’t see him except for that his hand clamps on the woman’s arm, yanking her back to the floor and breaking the spell between us.

      It’s an older guy that’s pulling the woman—Wendy--back, glaring at her, and once he’s safely put several feet between the two of us, he turns to me. “Sir, I apologize for this. Some of our people are just a little wound up with the upcoming war. It won’t happen again.”

      Her head pops open over his shoulder as she wiggles her eyebrows at me. I wouldn’t be so sure of that, I think to him as he grabs her and drags her back to her table.

      Wendy’s eyes stay on me as she’s pulled across the room, and she doesn’t look deterred one bit. Not as she waves at me, pressing her hand to her lips and blowing me a kiss.

      The man dragging her is yelling at her, trying to spin her around as she ignores him. She clearly doesn’t care what this man thinks as she gives me a silly grin, her gaze never leaving mine even as he pulls her around to face him.

      I sink back into my chair, the noise around me all turning to static. I can’t focus on anything, not the conversation or the food, and almost subconsciously, I touch my lips. I’m shocked by the reaction she pulled from me, and I almost can’t believe that any of that just happened.

      When I lift my eyes, though, I see Aqidah watching me. He’s grinning, his arm wrapped around his mates, and he raises his eyebrows at me before turning to laugh at something someone said.

      He seems to be having a good time, which only infuriates me for some reason. I glare at him, not sure why I’m even upset, and I realize that I am no longer in the mood to be in this crowded hall that reeks of booze.

      I need to clear my head, and I shove back from the table, needing to breathe. Everyone around me is so engrossed in their own conversations that they don’t even look up as I stand. Good. Let me leave in peace.

      Turning, I stalk towards the door, and just as I reach for the handle, I think I hear my name. I’m not in the mood for dealing with any of these people, though, so I push outside.

      The voice follows me, and it is only then that I realize how familiar it is. My blood sings as it draws closer, and I slow, turning to confirm what my body already seems to know.

      “Dhog!” Wendy shouts as she jogs after me, and I stop entirely, turning to face her.
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      Jones is fuming, but I’m not really listening to him.

      “He’s a chieftain,” he hisses as I wink at Dhog. “Wendy!” Jones screeches. “You’re not even listening.”

      I shrug. “He didn’t seem to mind.”

      “You can’t assault a chieftain!” He groans, dragging a hand down his face.

      My eyes snap to Jones. He's my executive officer, which means he handles the day-to-day activities, and unfortunately for him, that also means keeping me in check even when I don't want to be.

      Like right now.

      “Hey, I didn’t do anything like that. We’re both consenting adults here, and he was not done with me. You just came up and ruined it.”

      “No,” he grounds out, looking up at me with fire in his eyes. “You are about to ruin our negotiations with them. There are things more important than getting laid, you know.”

      I flick a piece of hair out of my face. “Why should I die horny?”

      That earns me another groan, and he grips my arms, trying to get me to be serious. “Wendy, we need to work with these orcs. Not bed them. You aren’t doing anything but making a mess! And did you have to do it so publicly?”

      Movement behind Jones catches my eye, and I shift to the side to see around him. Dhog has left his table and is now moving toward the door. No one else seems to notice, and I know that this will be the perfect opportunity for me to get him alone.

      That kiss only confirmed my earlier thoughts. He’d be a good lover, and the spark between us is pretty strong. I can only imagine what the sex would be like, but I want to know from experience, not just guess.

      “--behavior is embarrassing for the rest of us.” Somehow Jones is still talking.

      “Okay.” I say, cutting him off. “Okay, I get it. You want us to all be dry and focused. I’ve got some unfinished business so let’s just pick this up later, alright?”

      His face goes from stunned to pissed, but it doesn’t matter as I dart past him and out the door. “Dhog!” I shout, but he doesn’t turn around. “Dhog!”

      His legs are long, but I run daily. It’s easy for me to catch up to him as he starts to slow. “Dhog!”

      That one seems to catch his attention, and he turns around to look at me with raised eyebrows. It’s only then that I realize I didn’t think about what I was going to say to him. I just know that I want to explore that spark between us more.

      “I, um,” I gulp, suddenly breathless as I try to sort out what to say. “I’m sorry for surprising you back there.” While I don’t care about Jones or anyone else, he might have had a point about practically assaulting a chieftain.

      A frown deepens across his face. “You’re sorry for the kiss?” He sounds disbelieving already.

      I cross my arms across my chest, jutting out one of my hips as I look at him. “Well, no. I’m not sorry for that kiss, nor do I think I should be. I just don’t think I chose the appropriate venue.”

      He blinks a few times, his lips parting in surprise, and I feel the sudden urge to launch myself at him. I don’t, not yet at least, as I’ve clearly shocked him. I wonder if I was wrong in thinking that orcs are more direct than humans. He doesn’t seem to know how to handle me.

      Finally, a grin spreads across his face. “You’re straight to the point, huh?”

      I shrug, giving him a sly smile and answering nonchalantly. “I’m a free woman, and I can do whatever I like. If I’m interested in someone,” I let my eyes rake over his body, “then I go for it. Why waste time denying yourself the simple pleasures of this world?”

      He drinks in my words, but all I can do is stare at his mouth. I really enjoyed kissing this orc, and the longer I stand here, the more I want to do it again. I really would rather tumble into the bed with him, no strings attached, and see where we end up from there.

      We’re both consenting adults, just as I told Jones, and as long as Dhog doesn’t have a problem with it, I’m willing to go for it. I just want to have some fun and see what happens.

      It’s hard for me to find someone to be with a lot of the time, especially with people my age. As I survey Dhog, I realize I don’t know how orcs age. He has to be older than me. Maybe way older than me. Should that turn me on so much?

      He clears his throat, pulling me out of my thoughts, and I hope that he’s picked up on my not-so-subtle hints. Instead, he changes the subject. “So, did you follow me out here to not really apologize or did you need something?”

      Maybe he’s not ready, but that’s fine with me. I’m not ready to abandon this as a possibility, and the perfect idea strikes me. “Yeah, actually. I want to tour the base tomorrow, and I need a guide. I was going to see if it was okay for you to show me around.”

      “A tour of the base?” he repeats, leveling his gaze at me.

      I bob my head. “Yeah. I’ve heard there are many human facilities that have been installed here, and I’m fascinated. I just need someone to make sure I don’t get lost.” I wink at him. “I have a terrible sense of direction.”

      It wasn’t a complete lie. It’s more like I have a terrible sense of direction when it comes to people because I am a great tracker, but he doesn’t need to know that part.

      He shakes his head at me, his curls flying wildly. “I don’t think I’m the right orc for that. I’m not from this base. I don’t know it as well as some of the other people. Perhaps Aqidah will be able to. I’ll ask him.”

      “No!” I didn’t mean for it to come out so aggressively, and I can see the corners of his lips start to turn up. “I mean, I don’t know him.” I lick my lips suggestively. “Not like I know you. I need to feel comfortable with someone to spend all day with them.”

      “He’s very easy to get along with.” He twists to pat me on the arm, making my blood boil on contact. “You’ll be just fine.”

      “I’m not, though.” There’s a hint of mischievousness to the way I say it. “Easy to get along with, that is. You seem to be one of the lucky few.”

      “I don’t know if I’d say lucky,” he mutters.

      My mouth quirks up. “Your body says otherwise.”

      He sputters, blinking as he stares at me, and then his gaze hardens. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      I shake my head. “No, Dhog, you’ll find I am a relentless woman. Like I said, when I want something, I go for it. Nothing gets in my way.”

      His eyes sparkle as I say it, and finally, he nods. “Fine. I’ll take you tomorrow.”

      Heat flushes up inside me, but I try to clamp down on it. I can’t keep my grin from growing wider, though. “Great, I’m looking forward to it.”

      His gaze roams up and down my body before he grunts in response. Then, without so much as a goodnight, he turns and starts to walk away. I’m surprised as he stomps away, and I call out after him, “We’ll meet here after breakfast!”

      I wave at him, though I don’t think he sees it. He doesn’t answer, either, but I know he heard me.

      Dhog the Ruthless is about to learn the meaning of relentless because now that I’ve had a little taste of him, I’m thirstier than ever. I expect that he’s more interested than he’s letting on, and now that I know I’ll have him to myself tomorrow, I have the perfect opportunity to get under his skin.

      Hopefully, it won’t be the only thing I’m under by the time the day’s over.
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      As I wait for Wendy, I start to wonder why the hell I'm waiting for Wendy. I feel like I ended up agreeing to take her on a tour of the base I had only recently acquainted myself with just because she was very insistent. Which has its advantages, obviously, but it makes me wonder how often she just got her way because she refused to take no for an answer.

      She's certainly got the attitude of someone who doesn't hear 'no' often enough and probably gets irritable when they do. It's not a good sign for someone during negotiations.

      And she's late. If she's going to rope me into giving her a tour of the base, the least she can do is fucking show up. And why does she want this blasted tour? Considering what we are trying to accomplish here, I feel like she could be taking this more seriously and spending her time better.

      After about twenty minutes, I'm about ready to just walk away and go about my day when she finally comes out. She looks legitimately shocked to see me standing there.

      "You waited?" Wendy says as I see a few other humans follow her out the door behind her.

      "You’re lucky. I was about to give up on waiting for you and get actual work done," I growl.

      The humans behind her turn right but linger a bit, trying not to look like they're looking and failing miserably at it. I can't tell if their disapproving glare is meant to be directed at her or at me. Obviously, the two of us together have upset some delicate balance in the human social hierarchy or something.

      I don't know whether that's a general ill will towards orcs or just them having issues with her and that very public make-out session. It's all not giving me much hope for negotiations.

      Given how she practically mounted me in the dining hall, I can only imagine what they think we are going to do. I almost feel like clarifying for them, but that seems like more effort than is actually warranted when chances are, even if we secure some kind of mutually beneficial arrangement, I'm unlikely to see this woman again.

      Which I think of all the possible outcomes is the most pleasant. She unnerves me, and I don't know what to do with that. I have no problems with humans as a species. But I don't spend much time around them, and even if I did, I'm not sure I could summon up the interest to care about their social niceties.

      "Assholes," Wendy says. Raising her middle finger up to them.

      Even with my limited interactions, I know that gesture isn't usually appreciated. The woman at the head of the pack scoffs in disgust, and the group leaves us behind.

      "Something I should know about?" I ask, trying to figure out if I'll have to do damage control.

      "Oh, they just generally don't like anything I do."

      I bite back sarcastic shock, but then I start to wonder if that means trying to win this woman over means alienating other humans and possibly tanking this whole summit. Though I did let her berate me into this, and she has the expectation now for me to follow through.

      As much as she annoys me, it's not enough to make me go back on my word, especially not if her faction is key to pulling this all off.

      I hate politics. I'd much rather be out there fighting the good fight than be dealing with this bureaucratic mess, but this is where I'm needed.

      "Well, are we going to get moving?" she asks like I was the one who made her wait outside for twenty minutes.

      The audacity of this woman would be impressive if it didn't also make me want to throttle her. But I take her around the base and show her what I've found in my limited time here. I bring her first to the newly constructed one-room schoolhouse. I don't let her get too close because I don't want her distracting the kids. And there is the slightly paranoid part of me that thinks I wouldn't want some random guy showing off my kids to some random woman.

      "Wow, that's great. How are they going to teach so many different age groups? Are there a lot of kids who go to school?"

      "I don't know. Again, I've only been here a little longer than you."

      I take her to the crops, where she has more questions about irrigation that I don't know the answer to. When we get to the barn, I've had enough.

      "No. I don't know where they got their livestock," I answer.

      "Why not?"

      "Because when they were showing me the place, I didn't think it was a relevant piece of information."

      "You're not curious at all?"

      "What does it even matter?" I snap at her. "This is pointless!"

      I don't know if I'm yelling loud enough for others to hear, but I don't care. She's driving me nuts.

      "We have a mutual enemy that wants to wipe us out, and you want to go for a walk? I'm trying to save my people and yours as well. I wish you would take this more seriously instead of fucking around flirting with and making out with anyone that catches your eye. Have some self-respect."

      "Why do you think I'm not taking this seriously?" she asks.

      All I can do is blink at her at first. But then I say, "We're out here walking around a base I told you I'm not familiar with instead of working on the negotiations."

      "I wanted someone who didn't know the base."

      I can only stare at her trying to figure out how her mind works because it seems like we are both speaking the same language, but she's making no sense.

      She must take my stunned silence as her invitation to explain. Which is a good thing since I'm two seconds from yelling out my frustration again.

      "If you don't know the base, then you're not going to take me on a tour of all the pretty parts while steering me away from something that might reveal a hidden agenda," Wendy says, like I should have followed the circuitous route of her logic from the beginning.

      I open my mouth to speak but then it's like my brain decides now is a good time to take a vacation. I just stand there, my mouth open and my head cocked to the side, staring at perhaps the most frustrating—and yet fascinating—human in existence.

      But I'll be damned if she didn't make a good point. Which is good because I wasn't sure what I was going to do. I don't like the way she makes me feel. Or, more accurately, I like the way she makes me feel too much. Just her hand on mine was enough to set off fireworks in my brain.

      "And I'm not going to just take orcs at their word that they don't want to fight humans. I'd like to be able to trust that, but before we start working this—" she takes a step closer to me, "—intimately, I need to be sure."

      "You're aggravatingly smart," I say.

      "Aggravating?"

      "Very."

      I let out a deep sigh. Yes, she was trying to get under my skin, but it's partly the fact that she could that concerns me. But it's not an excuse.

      "Listen. I'm sorry. I said things I shouldn't have. It was in the heat of the moment, but that doesn't make it better. I'm not some young blood who can't control their temper. I should have better control over my tongue. If you'll give me the chance, I'll try to do better. Will you accept my apology?"

      "No," she says, her face solemn.

      I feel my temper rising. I thought I made a pretty good apology, and she didn't even take a second to consider it before saying no. Not only is it annoying, but it's not a good sign for the negotiations.

      If she can't forgive my eruption, then how are we going to get over years of bloody conflict?

      "Okay, but why not?" I ask.
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      I try not to laugh out loud at Dhog’s evident shock and frustration- he’s such a tough-looking orc, and yet he falls victim to my teasing so easily. I’m enjoying his company even more than I thought I would.

      “I’ll accept your apology, but only if you make me dinner. At your place, tonight,” I say firmly, letting a coy smile dance over my face to soften my tone. Dhog’s expression shifts from exasperation to something more uncertain, even wary.

      My grin deepens. I’ve always loved a man who can recognize an equal, even hidden under a pretty face.

      “Rumor has it that you’re a great credit to your people in the kitchen,” I tease lightly, trying to goad him further into accepting the invitation.

      He seems incapable of leaving a challenge on the table, so I’ll use his competitive nature to my advantage, I think to myself with a small smile. I’ll make it worth his while later.

      Dhog stands quietly for another moment, his face still holding the same dubious expression. I start to worry that I’m coming on too strong, and then mentally kick myself. For all that has happened to humankind and our planet, we still raise our women to think and behave as if they are not worthy of the space they take up, as if we must apologize for existing and beg for scraps from the table.

      If a man is assertive, he’s a leader; if a woman is assertive, she’s a bossy nag.

      I straighten my spine. I’m every bit the leader any man is. I will not reduce myself to the role of a pretty, fuckable doll who only speaks when spoken to. This world is hard, and cruel, but so am I. I won’t allow myself to be robbed of pleasure, laughter, and companionship just because I was too meek to go after what I want.

      Besides, after last night, I did a little reconnaissance concerning Dhog. He has no mate, and while it seems like he’s never shown much interest in human women before, I’m certain that if anyone can change his mind, it’s me. I’m not looking to be some race-uniting bride, after all- I just want to have a little good ol’ fashioned fun, no strings attached.

      “Fine.” Dhog’s gruff voice drags me from my thoughts, and I realize we’ve been standing in silence, staring at each other, for a few minutes now.

      “Tonight, 7 pm. Follow the west road past the barracks, and turn left," he says, still eyeing me suspiciously but with something like a challenge lacing his tone. I grin, and give him a playful wink as I turn back towards my own lodgings.

      “Can’t wait!” I call over my shoulder, trying not to seem too giddy as I rush home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I haven’t been this excited about a date since I was a teenager.

      There’s something so pure about this kind of anticipation, something I didn’t realize was missing from other relationships until Dhog. It makes me feel like a silly school-age girl, but I have to admit, it’s fun.

      I clean up as soon as I get home after exploring more of the base, taking my time washing every inch of myself using one of the lightly-scented soaps our gracious hosts have provided to us. Our accommodations have been more luxurious than I would’ve guessed, although luxury might perhaps be too strong of a word.

      The orc chieftains arranged temporary cabins to hold the human delegations, one for each single human. They weren’t much bigger than one large room, but seeing as most of the humans were spending their time out exploring the base and participating in negotiations, the lack of space wasn’t an issue.

      Even in the short two days we’ve been here, however, I’ve grown particularly fond of my cabin. The base did their best to make us comfortable, and went so far as to include creature comforts such as an indoor tub in the small bathroom and a fireplace to warm the cabin at night.

      Malik from Burning Sun even went so far as to leave a bottle of wine in the small kitchen area, citing a human tradition he’d learned of from another orc in his clan that he called “warming house gifts”. The small gestures of kindness only further cemented what I’d suspected from the start; this base, and orcs in general, are going to be powerful allies to the human race.

      Enough politics, I tell myself as I turn to the mirror on the back of the bathroom door. It’s almost big enough to see my full body in, and I admire my reflection from different angles, turning this way and that.

      I’d chosen to ditch my dark green military uniform for the evening and instead picked out something a little more… flattering. Fitted black pants sit high on my waist, accentuating the graceful curve into my generous hips and thighs, sitting snugly across my ass. A white tank top offsets the sun I’ve gotten while exploring the base, and I pretend not to notice that it’s ever-so-slightly sheer as I pull on my boots and jacket.

      I’m smiling smugly at myself when a knock echoes through the cozy space, dragging me from my self-satisfied daydreams concerning the rest of my evening.

      Whoever it is, they can fuck off. I have a hot date, I think to myself as I start dragging a brush through the blonde mess touching the edge of my jaw. A louder, more insistent knock echoes as if in response to my thoughts, and I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from groaning out loud.

      Before I have time to even think about opening the door, it swings open on its hinges, and a familiar face pokes around the corner.

      “Fucking hell, Jones, what if I was naked?” I grouse at him from the bathroom sink.

      “Then we’d both be miserable,” He retorts, shutting the door behind him. “You should lock your door; we’re not at home.”

      I flash the mithril dagger on my hip at him, partially to ease his concern and partially to get under his skin. Jones rolls his eyes, the frown lines around his mouth deepening as he scowls.

      Jones has always been like an uncle to me, and while I know he loves me in his own over-protective, hovering way, he’s also one of the most annoying people I know. It’s not like he thinks I can’t take care of myself, mostly because I’ve proved that’s not the case time and again; he just thinks I shouldn’t have to.

      “That shirt, if you can even call it that, is almost entirely transparent,” Jones grumbles. Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes.

      “Then don’t look so hard,” I snap back. He sighs deeply, as if I’m shaving years off of his life by simply existing.

      “Wendy, these negotiations-”

      “‘Are critical to the survival of the human race, and will pave the way for future generations’, and so on and so forth. I know. What does that have to do with my choice of tops?” I say sarcastically.

      Jones’ chest puffs up at my interruption, clearly perturbed by my behavior.

      “You are a part of this delegation whether you choose to act like it or not,” he snaps back, shaking his head. “I’m not blind, Wendy, I know you’ve taken an interest in this Dhog fellow. Your priority must be our mission, not your personal… whatever you want to call it.”

      “My sex life?” I ask, knowing the mere use of the word sex will make Jones wildly uncomfortable.

      My words find their mark, and he shifts on his feet awkwardly where he stands in the kitchen while I snatch the bottle of wine off the counter next to him. Jones registers the action and the direction I’m turning in a split-second too late.

      “Wendy!” He calls in an aggravated tone, but I’m already out of the door.

      “I’m just having some fun, gramps, you should try it!” I call back as I break into a jog on the west road, a victorious smirk on my face as I run towards the setting sun.

      I slow down a few minutes in once I’m sure Jones isn’t following me to chide me further about my behavior and wardrobe. With the barracks behind me, I turn left at the fork in the road, running my hands through my hair and straightening my clothes.

      Dhog’s house isn’t hard to find in the low light, as it stands away from most of the other structures. I nibble on my lips, trying to add some color before knocking on the door. It opens a heartbeat later.

      “Hi,” I say with my most casual smile, leaning against the doorframe. “Can I come in?”
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      Seeing that flippant smile immediately upon opening my door almost made me shut it in her face. Almost. I grunt in lieu of a response when Wendy asks to come in, and leave the door open as I walk back into my lodgings.

      Why did I acquiesce to this silly request? I lament mentally. It’s not as if I need this woman’s forgiveness, or have absolutely anything to prove, so why would I go through all of this trouble?

      Wendy shuts the door behind her and heads immediately for the couch backed against the wall of the living area, plunking herself down with a contented sigh as if I was the one in her house.

      “Make yourself comfortable,” I say sarcastically, crossing my arms over my chest as I look down at her lounging. She grins up at me through thick lashes and wiggles the bottle in her hand at me playfully.

      “If you insist,” she retorts in a spirited voice. “Grab a couple glasses, too. What kind of guest would I be if I didn’t come with a gift?”

      I grab a couple glasses, only realizing when I’m half-way back to the couch with the glasses in hand that I’m following this slight human woman’s orders like a well-trained dog.

      I glower at the thought but hand them to her wordlessly as I stand beside the couch. Wendy puts the bottle and glasses on the end table next to her before tucking her legs underneath her and patting the spot to her left.

      “I’ll stand.” I respond curtly, not wanting to comply with any other casual orders. Wendy giggles in response.

      “Someone’s a little grumpy,” she teases as she pops the cork of the bottle. “Come on, Dhog, sit down. I promise to act like a lady.” As if to prove the seriousness of her promise, she makes a criss-cross motion over left breast.

      I have no idea what this means, but I assume it’s some human custom. I don’t want to run the risk of offending any of our delegates, so I sit down begrudgingly beside her, careful to keep some distance between the two of us.

      Wendy flashes me a grin that could rival the sun in its brightness. Truthfully, she’s rather pretty, for a human. I’ve never been attracted to human women before, as their weak bodies and timid demeanors give me no assurance of their genetic merit.

      Wendy, however, is different. Yes, she may be of a weaker species, but she more than makes up for her feeble physical disposition with confidence and intelligence. Not that her physique is unappealing, however…

      I realize I’ve been staring at her a moment after she does. The relaxed, inviting grin and coy look dancing in her eyes makes me clench my fists at my sides.

      This is an incredibly dangerous game.

      “Have you ever tried human wine?” Wendy asks, her tone light as she offers me a glass of deep red liquid from the bottle she brought with her. I shake my head, accepting the glass and sniffing it.

      “Think of it like orc mead, but rather than honey and spices, it’s made of grapes, and sometimes other fruit.” She says, smiling at me over the rim of her glass. I doubt anything could be quite as good as orc mead, but I take a sip nonetheless.

      I’m glad I didn’t voice my hesitations out loud after letting the liquid dance over my tongue; wine is quite good. There’s an earthy quality to the beverage that sweeter mead doesn’t have. In many ways, the drink feels aptly placed in Wendy’s hand–something with the faintest hint of sweetness, hidden under all sorts of other layers.

      Wendy hums as she sets her glass down, her already pink lips stained an even deeper shade of red from the liquid. Much like orc mead, the wine spreads a lazy, content heat through my chest while I look at Wendy, who’s looking about my lodgings with obvious curiosity.

      “This isn’t my house,” I say, unsure of why I feel the need to share this information. The type of sway this woman has over me is unnerving. I am bigger, and stronger, and we are alone in my residence–so why am I the one who feels intimidated?

      Wendy arcs an eyebrow in response to my sudden statement, an amused smile on her lips.

      “Then whose house are we in?” She asks playfully.

      “What I mean to say,” I correct myself, doing my best to keep a detached, matter-of-fact tone, “Is that this is not my permanent residence. It is only mine while negotiations continue on this base. I prefer more traditional orc arrangements, anyhow.”

      Wendy’s eyes sparkle as she leans towards me excitedly, asking animatedly as she picks up her wine glass again, “What are traditional orc arrangements like?”

      I can’t help the nostalgia her question raises in my bones, and I smile wistfully.

      “Not quite so… enclosed. Personally, I prefer several exits, for tactical reasons, and large windows… for less tactical reasons. The land a clan stands on is its lifeblood, so we do our best to stay connected to it as much as possible.

      “At least, this is true for the Beheader clan. Other clans, such as Golden Arrow, place more emphasis on the size of their homes rather than the land it is on. Their way is not a bad way, simply not mine,” I finish. It must be the most I’ve said to Wendy at one time, and I’m as surprised as she looks. Evidently, wine makes me talkative.

      Wendy seems to want me to continue, as she says nothing while looking at me with the same rapt attention she had when I was speaking. When I say nothing else, helping myself to more wine instead, she gives me a small smile.

      “I’d very much like to see more traditional Beheader lodgings, then,” she says, her normally firm tone taking on a more dreamy quality. “I can understand why you miss it.” Her softness surprises me as much as my explanation seemed to have surprised her, but before I have an opportunity to fully register this more gentle side of her, Wendy’s on her feet.

      “So, what’s for dinner?” She asks, her eyes roving over me in a way that sends a flare of pure, male satisfaction ricocheting down my spine, shattering the tenderness of the previous moment. I had all but forgotten about the food I’d prepared.

      This woman makes my head spin.

      I lead Wendy to the table, where I’d laid food out for us before she arrived. True to my word, I prepared some traditional orc fares, mainly consisting of roasted meats with spices from the homeland. I point them out amongst the table, and explain the difficulty in finding true orc cuisine as we sit at the table with our glasses.

      “Some orc herbs simply don’t grow on your planet,” I tell her as she helps herself to the first platter of meat. “And it’s becoming more and more difficult to get them from Protheka, given-”

      I’m interrupted by a groan so loud I almost think Wendy will be ill, until I look at her face. Her cheeks are flushed, and her eyes are rolled back into her head in a way that sets my blood pumping inappropriately.

      “Holy fuck, Dhog, this is delicious!” She cries from her chair, leaning forward to stab another piece of meat as if it were going to flee from her. “The orcs who said you could cook weren’t messing around!”

      I can’t help the howl of laughter that escapes me at the sight of the beautiful, foul-mouthed woman next to me having such an intense reaction, all because of food. Wendy looks surprised at my reaction, and then begins giggling herself.

      Soon, the two of us are nearly hysterical over the table, all food and manners forgotten. It’s been ages since I’ve laughed like this, and never with a woman, much less a human woman. Slowly, we both seem to remember ourselves and wipe tears from our eyes as we regain our composure.

      Yes, wine is certainly quite good.

      “So,” Wendy starts, still catching her breath as I shovel food into my mouth to try and recover from what was a very out-of-character outburst. “You obviously have good taste when it comes to food.”

      I grin over my plate, taking yet another bite as I wait for her to continue.

      “What about your taste in women?”
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      Dhog just stares at me for a moment. He's done that a few times already like he's trying to process what's going on. Have I really thrown him off that much? That could be exciting.

      "My taste in women?" he asks like I wasn't clear.

      "Yeah."

      "Well, I plan to eventually settle down with some orc woman, but not necessarily any time soon," he says, the emphasis he puts on orc more than enough to signal his intention to avoid human women.

      It stings a little that he thought he needed to be that blunt yet passive about it. And I was so looking forward to trying an orc. But then I realize he said settle down. Not date. Not fuck. Settle down. There are a lot of things someone can do before settling down with a partner.

      And the good thing is, I'm not interested in becoming bonded to him forever through the ritual of marriage or however orcs handle it. I just want to have a little fun, maybe get my brains fucked out by a well-hung orc, and then go about my life.

      I'm not looking to make future plans like marriage or kids. Chances are, with the dark elves hunting down humans, I might not see 30, so why be concerned about something so long term.

      I laugh and set my hand on his rock-hard bicep. Jesus, this guy is ripped. I give a little squeeze and then say, "I'm sure a handsome orc like you has plenty of options. Do you have anyone in mind for that eventually?"

      "Um, no. Not yet."

      "Just fighting the good fight until then?" I ask.

      "Yeah. It's what I do."

      "Is that where you got all your scars?"

      "Most," he says. Then he points to a scar above his left eyebrow. "That one doesn't have some interesting battle wound story. I was just a kid and fell. But other than that, it's all battle wounds."

      I resisted the urge to ask him to show me more. While counting the scars can be fun, reminding him that for years humans and orcs were locked in bloody conflict isn't the best way to get him in bed. I'm sure he lost people in those fights, and while grief sex is a thing, it's not my favorite.

      Hate sex can also be hot, but that's a gamble. I'm not looking for him to put a ring on me or anything, but I do want him to like me. Whether we end up fucking or not, we still have to get through these negotiations, and that's easier to do when someone doesn't hate you.

      I try a slightly different tactic.

      "Yeah. Most of mine are from battles, but I have a few scars like that from dumb accidents too."

      "Like what?"

      I stand and pull the hem of my pants down. His eyes go wide like he thinks I might take them all the way off. I note that he doesn't make any move to stop me. That's a good sign. At least he doesn't NOT want to see me naked. I pull them down just enough to show the series of small scars on my hip.

      "Fell into a rose bush when I was seven. Clumsy post-growth spurt stuff. My mom was so mad. She worked so hard on getting those to grow in the bunker. At least until she saw how bad I got scratched up."

      "But I'm sure she hasn't let you forget it since you healed up."

      "Yeah. She liked to remind me of it anytime I didn't want to help out."

      "Liked?" Dhog raises an eyebrow, and I wish I hadn't mentioned it was my mom's rose bush.

      "She passed away when I was ten."

      "Oh. I'm sorry to hear," he says, his face falling.

      Pity sex is always a possibility but not the best, so I switch gears.

      After taking my last bite, I say, "I think there's some more wine. Do you want some?"

      "Sure," Dhog says. I swipe the wine bottle from where I left it on the table. I have to suppress a smile as I watch him sip and swirl it.

      "Not much of a wine drinker?" I ask.

      "Not usually."

      "Would it be okay if we moved back to the living room? Sit someplace more comfortable?"

      "Okay," he says with a nod.

      When he sits on one end of the couch, I take up a spot in the middle this time, not leaving too much room between us.

      "Do you drink wine a lot?" he asks before taking a drink.

      "I prefer the hard stuff, actually. But I didn't want to get you too drunk. I don't want to take advantage of you."

      Dhog chokes slightly on his wine but recovers. Once I plant the idea in his head, though, I can see him shift, trying his best to adjust himself without me noticing the stiffening bulge in his pants.

      "I appreciate your preserving my virtue," he says.

      "Oh, I'm sure you're not too virtuous, right?" I lean in as I run my fingertips on my neckline.

      He swallows, and I can see his eyes following my hand as he leans back, not daring to get too close to me while simultaneously not being able to take his eyes off me.

      He laughs nervously and says, "No, not too virtuous."

      He shifts again, and I can see the outline of his cock now, and his eyes are locked on to my breasts at the moment.

      Flirting with him is easy, and it's cute how easily flustered he gets, especially when I can see the gears turning in his head every time I give him the opportunity for double entendre. He's restraining himself. But his body language and wandering eyes tell me everything he's left unsaid.

      He sets down his half-empty glass of wine and says, "Gee, I think I remember why I don't drink often." He manages to move his eyes above my neck for the first time in ten minutes. "I'm starting to get a headache."

      I stand up, and he looks shocked, like he wasn't expecting it to be that easy to get rid of me. He's about to find out it isn't. I walk around to the back of the couch and then lean over the sofa back to whisper in his ear. "I can make it feel better."

      He shivers slightly. When I rest my hands on his shoulders, he stiffens, and I think he’s going to push me away or tell me to leave. But he says nothing. I run my hands up his neck, and he relaxes slightly. I smile, knowing I've all but won.

      I take it slow, starting with his forehead and working my way to the back of his head and down his neck. He's so much hard muscle I don't know if I'd be able to tell what was baseline and what was tension.

      There must be some tension, though, because when I hit a certain spot on his neck, he moans in a way that sounds deliberately sexual. The way he tenses again tells me he didn't mean to, which makes me smile more because I'm getting him to relax in more ways than one.

      I keep working the spot for a bit and then feel the muscle relax. It goes from rock hard to something like the thick rubber of a truck tire, not pliant by any means, but there's at least some give. The more I work, the less he seems to care about the noises he makes. The thought of what other sounds I can draw from his lips makes me yearn for more.

      I'm running out of patience, so I slip my hands forward, working the muscles as I go until my fingertips brush his shirt collar. He makes no move to stop me, so I assume we're good to go.

      But when I slip my fingers under the shirt and start rubbing his collar bone, he grabs my hands. He tilts his head back. I think his intention was to look me in the eye, but it mostly treats him to the undersides of my clothed breasts. After hesitating a moment, I shift my stance to make eye contact a little easier.

      "Um," he starts before letting out a sigh. "What are you doing?"
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      "What are you doing?" I ask, already knowing the answer. I'd have to be a fool not to understand her intentions. She's doing her best to tempt me, and I'm not shy about desire, but it's always been with orc women.

      I told myself over and over that I wouldn't have a relationship with humans. The thought of sex with a human had no appeal, at least until now. It made my personal rule of only having sex with orcs easy to follow.

      It isn't easy anymore, and I struggle to justify it at the moment. Was it a sense of orc purity that spawned it? The idea that racial mixing was wrong somehow? The thought seems a little outdated and is reminiscent of some of the less-than-ideal times in the Earth's history that I've read up on.

      Or did I just think that was what was expected? It doesn't really matter. The justifications can't compete with desire.

      "What do you think I'm doing?" she says, a mischievous grin spreading across her lips.

      "Are you really sure you want to play this game with me, Wendy?" I ask.

      "I'm not playing games, Dhog. I'm getting what I want."

      Then she bends down, and her lips meet mine. The last of my resistance to the idea of sex with a human goes up in the flames of my desire for her. I thought the feeling of her hands on me was intense, but it didn't prepare me for the feeling of her lips on mine.

      I pull reluctantly away, but only long enough to turn around and kneel on the couch so I can face her. I need to feel her under my hands. Almost immediately, she grabs the bottom of my shirt and lifts it up. I help it over my head, and she tosses it to the floor. I repeat the maneuver on her, pulling her shirt off and revealing a black lace bra that is much more for show than support.

      Not that I'm complaining. It's a wonderful show, but it has to end. But before I can move, she unsnaps it and throws it on top of my shirt. I reach under her, quickly lifting her over the back of the couch, and her legs go around my waist almost instantly.

      I can feel her warm grinding on my cock through the pants we both wear. I walk her to the bedroom, reaching between us with one hand as I fumble with the button on her pants.

      By the time I deposit her on the bed, I have worked the zipper down. The pants pull off easily, revealing a lacey pair of underwear that matches the bra. I draw them down her legs and toss them to the floor.

      When I turn back, she's on the floor on her knees, hands working my belt open. She makes quick work of it and the button and zipper of my pants. Grabbing pants and underwear together, she pulls down until my cock springs free.

      "Holy shit!" she says, looking at my hard-on in shocked amazement. "I mean, I expected you to be bigger, like cuz you're just bigger, but Jesus!"

      "Having second thoughts?" I ask desperately, hoping the answer is no.

      "God, no. I want it. I want it badly. Please."

      Wow. She's all need, and it just feeds my own.

      I step out of my pants and draw her to her feet before tossing her back onto the bed.

      "I should just make sure you're ready," I say, running a finger up and down her slit. She moans loudly as I feel how incredibly wet she is.

      I thought I was going to have to take some time, but she's already dripping. I still don't want to rush it, though. I don't know how much I'm going to be able to hold back once I'm inside her. So, I slip one finger into her waiting pussy, and it slides in easily. It takes a bit more work to get a second finger in but not much.

      Massaging the little pearl of pleasure above where my fingers disappear inside her draws out a moan from her. I press harder until she screams out, and I feel her body tense around me so tightly that I am very curious about what her climax will feel like around my cock.

      I wasn't going to rush there. Plans can change, though.

      She grabs my wrist, and I stop, worried for a second that I'd hurt her.

      "Just fuck me already," she demands through gritted teeth.

      I pull my fingers out and rub her wetness around the head of my cock. She must want it desperately because she's already grabbing my shaft and trying to position me to enter her.

      "Eager, aren't we," I say.

      "Shut up. Get your cock in me."

      I'm surprised how quickly she went from begging to demanding, but I'm not going to complain. I slowly push my hips forward as she guides me in. She feels incredibly tight around just the tip.

      "Oh, fuck!" she screams as she pushes me out.

      I stop, worried I hurt her, but from the way her body shakes, I realize it's not pain.

      This time, she's still tight around me, but it's not quite as vice-like as when she came before. I can get most of the way into her.

      No matter how much she insists, "Just fuck me," I keep my pace steady as I plunge deeper and deeper into her. Her body goes rigid again, and it feels more incredible than I thought it would to have her coming while I'm deep in her.

      "More. More. More," she demands, raising her hips up, grabbing my hips to pull me in. Finally, I can't hold back any longer. The feel of her and how she keeps demanding I give it all to her.

      This time, when she screams, I don't stop. I trust that the hands on my hips desperately trying to pull me deeper are a clear sign that she is enjoying this. And yet, she still demands, "More."

      The bed starts slamming against the wall as I thrust harder and faster, giving into our burning desire and surprised that she not only takes it but that she seems to like it more the rougher I am. With the steady pace at first, I lost track of time. So, I'm not sure how long we were rocking the bed before she started screaming out as I buried myself to the hilt in her with one final thrust.

      Flooding her with my seed, I'm barely aware enough to hear the bed frame crack, but I can feel it as the mattress falls down about a foot, the shock driving me somehow deeper into her. And the grip of her around me tightens as she gives out one last final scream before we both collapse.

      That's when I hear pounding on the front door.

      "Shit!" I say, pulling out of her and grabbing my clothes. "Hide," I add.

      She rolls off the bed, hobbles to the closet, and gets in. I put on my clothes, just pulling the shirt over my stiff cock and leaving my pants undone. I don't have the time to wrestle my still hard prick into pants right now.

      The pounding on the door continues. Standing behind it, I open the door enough to see who's outside.

      A group of young grunts looks at me, concerned. The orcs are all dressed for patrol duty, and I realize what must have summoned them.

      "Is everything okay?" asks the young woman, her hand resting on the hilt of her weapon, ready to draw if something is wrong. "We heard screaming."

      "I'm very sorry. I'm entertaining a guest. A female guest."

      "Oh," says the soldier, the look of dawning realization on her face fading into a slightly embarrassed grin. "Um... do try to keep it down a little. If you can."

      "Will do. Thank you. Have a good evening."

      "You, too," snickers one of the guys in the back of the group.

      I close the door and go back to the bedroom. Wendy is on the bed, or what's left of it. Grinning, she looks up at me and says, "Want more?"
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      I hum to myself as I eat lunch. I slept straight through breakfast since I didn't get to my room until late. Although we did end up going another couple of rounds, I didn't spend the night. Dhog was very concerned about others finding out we're fucking. Though after a little discussion, it was obvious this wasn't a one-time deal. I'd be back. It was a no strings attached thing, and I could respect his wishes for anonymity.

      I had my own reasons to be discreet. If Jones or, god forbid, my father found out, I'm sure either of them would blow a gasket about it. Jones is always concerned about orcs. I think my father spends way too much time worried about my romantic life than he should, even when it's just other humans. I think he wants me to settle down already.

      I'm not going to do that any time soon. Why should I when if the dark elves don't get me, my lights could go out at any moment like they did with my mother? It was sudden and surprising. Brain aneurysm. Nothing anyone could have done.

      It felt so random and pointless.

      Pushing those thoughts away, I watch out the window as some of the other chiefs arrive. I finish my lunch and go to get ready for this afternoon. I have to meet with the chieftains for negotiations. Even the Great War God clan sent their chieftain. Almost every clan that didn't send their chief sent a representative.

      While it might seem great, it makes me tense. Some of these clans had been fighting each other before the Great Rift dropped them on Earth. For one thing, there was that pre-existing tension getting added to the room.

      And then there was the fact that generations of rivalry were being set aside because dark elves showed up. You don't just give up on generations of fighting at the drop of a hat, so obviously, the dark elves are bad news.

      It wasn't like I was unaware of that, but seeing the warring clans set aside their differences was less heartwarming and more panic-inducing to realize just how awful the dark elves were.

      I wrap up my lunch and then head to the council chamber. It's full of orcs and humans. The air buzzes with long-held animosities as the meeting is called to order.

      "We have a common enemy," Aquidah says. "The dark elves, after generations, have come to Earth trying to wipe us out here as well as back on Protheka. I'm sure there are many in the room who would see no problem with that."

      That causes a few raised eyebrows and some scattered, nervous laughter.

      "But the dark elves are also after humans as well. We are both targets, so we need to set aside our conflict to deal with a much more dangerous adversary."

      "Then we can go back to killing each other," shouts a voice from across the chamber on the side where the humans sit. I can't tell who it was, but if it is meant in jest, the joke doesn't land. The room erupts, but eventually, things settle back to the baseline level of sitting in the middle of a powder keg ready to blow.

      "You humans have your guns which, while they do little to an orc, are actually very effective at killing dark elves and can do so from a great distance. It's my understanding that some of them might even be able to take down a dark elf from outside the range of their magic."

      Leonard Sorenson stands. He is old and frail-looking but has come to be somewhat of a leader among some of the humans. Apparently, he's a brilliant strategist.

      "The proposal on the table is that we enter a cease-fire agreement and supplies in exchange for guns and ammunition. This includes an agreement to help us defend any supplies lines and manufacturing facilities we'd be using to get this all to the orcs."

      A human stands up. He's older, tall, powerfully built, and battle-scarred. Were he not standing among orcs, he would have perhaps been the most intimidating man in the room. I'd seen him around and found out his name was Travis Decker, the leader of a bunker to the south.

      Honestly, if I hadn't found Dhog, I'd be trying to bed him. He's very much my type.

      "Like the orcs will honor a cease-fire," he says in an accent that sounds almost deep south. "And it seems like they need us a lot more than we need them. We can't just go givin' 'em guns that they can just as easily shoot us with as they can the dark elves."

      An orc representative wearing a leather eye patch slams his fist on the table, cracking it in two.

      "We aren't the ones who lack honor, Decker. And we don't need your guns to kill humans. We've managed to kick your ass fine without them before."

      "Shut up, Cagan. You're not helping," one of the other orcs says.

      The table smasher, Cagan, turns and shouts, "You're just wanting to quit fighting cuz you're a coward!"

      "That's enough," Aquidah bellows.

      Cagan goes silent but stays on his feet, eying Decker. There's history there.

      I stand and say, "I don't think the orcs would even be able to use most of our guns."

      "Are you insulting our intelligence?" Cagan asks.

      "No. What I mean is, you all are bigger. To even make guns for you to use properly, we'd have to re-engineer everything, which would just take longer, and I don't think the dark elves are going to wait that long. Why don't we actually work together? Humans shoot down dark elves, and the orcs provide information and protection to get us in place to do that."

      Some orcs nod, but many glare at me, including Cagan. Then he says, "I go to battle against humans. Not with them. You're weak and have too many requests as it is. I'm not going to be carrying your pathetic asses into battle and put my people at risk to protect you worthless—"

      "Cagan!" Decker yells, pulling his attention. "I wouldn't trust you enough to stand beside me in battle anyway. And any human who would is an idiot. You, orc savages, are too bloodthirsty."

      "I'll show you bloodthirsty!" Cagan roars as he takes a swing at Decker.

      Decker backs away and pulls a sword from under his long coat. "Come on, you son of a bitch. Let's see if I can take your other eye."

      Ah, history.

      Cagan takes another swing at Decker, who slashes the orc's arm, drawing blood. Everything sort of goes to hell after that. Some are shouting. Some people are locked in combat. The chance for peace among the two peoples looks like a distant dream. Hell, even some orcs are taking swings at each other.

      Cagan has Decker on the ground raising his fist, ready to end him. Then two tangling orcs go flying with a kick and a punch as Dhog bursts through their melee to grab Cagan and pull him off Decker.

      In a voice loud enough to cut through the fighting, Dhog yells, "We don't have time for your petty squabbles."

      Cagan looks like he's going to start fighting Dhog when Aquidah and another orc grab him from behind.

      "Stop this," the chieftain of the Golden Arrow clan yells.

      Two humans get Decker to his feet, but he breaks free and tries to rush Cagan again. Dhog's hands fly out, and one grabs the arm holding the sword, and the other grabs Decker by the throat.

      For a second, I think Dhog might break his neck. Instead, he just tosses him to the ground to get picked up again by his human companions.

      Dhog stands there, between the two factions, humans and orcs, with his arms spread wide like he's trying to form a wall by himself.

      "What are you doing?" he yells. "The dark elves will kill us all if we can't work together."
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      The human, Sorenson I've been told, steps forward and, in a voice much louder than his frail body looks like it should be able to produce, shouts, "Chieftain Aquidah, perhaps it's best if we adjourn for today."

      Someone else must have collected Cagan because when I turn to Aquidah, the one-eyed orc is gone.

      "It seems we both have members of our factions who need to be brought in line," Aquidah says. "Perhaps some separate talks first are in order."

      "Very well." Sorenson nods.

      Once I know no one is going to be dumb enough to take a run at each other, I step away and go out into the hall. My blood is near boiling. Cagan and Decker nearly ruined everything, and I was ready to kill them both for it. Not a great tactic to ensure peace.

      I watch as others file out of the exits. There's a lot of shouting and talking. From the snippets of conversation I can pick out from the general noise, it doesn't sound hopeful. Words like 'pointless' and 'screwed' are featured in a lot of the chatter.

      The dark elves have made things so much more complicated. Discussing peace because of a common enemy has so many additional challenges. Everyone knows that it's temporary, and so they're itching to get back to killing each other.

      I was surprised by Wendy's input. Not just a cease-fire and exchange of weapons and supplies but actual cooperation sounded like a good strategy, but now that seems like a distant dream after Decker and Cagan decided they needed to work out their old grievances with swords and fists.

      When I'm relatively sure no one is planning on running back in to kill each other, only then do I leave. I'm surprised to see Wendy standing there alone on the now-empty street.

      I look into her eyes, and I'm struck again by how much of an effect she has on me. The memories of last night are still very fresh in my mind. Now that I've tasted her, I want more.

      But instead, I just walk up and say, "Things went a little crazy in there."

      "Yeah," she replies, peering up at me with a strange look in her eyes.

      "What?" I ask.

      "Walk with me?"

      "Okay."

      I don't really know who is leading the way, but we just go. We walk down the street towards some warehouses and garages.

      Every few paces, she turns and gives me a look I can't identify.

      "Alright. Really, what's going on?" I ask.

      "What?" She sounds legitimately shocked.

      "You keep giving me this look."

      "Oh. Sorry. What you did back there was just impressive and..." Wendy trails off, and she scans up and down the street. Then she grabs my hand and starts pulling me toward one of the warehouses.

      "What are you doing?" I ask, letting myself be led.

      "I think you deserve a little reward."

      With the devilish grin she gives me, I'd have to be an idiot not to know what she has in mind for a reward.

      "Here? Really?"

      "Yes. I've been very turned on. Haven't you ever done it in a risky place before?"

      I search my memory, and while not everything has always been in the bedroom, public and risky doesn't really describe any of the places I have had sex.

      "No."

      "Well, then," she says, pushing me back against the shelf. "We're going to have to change that now, aren't we?"

      She drops to her knees, dragging her hands along my body as she does. She starts caressing and stroking my cock through my pants.

      "Wow. Already hard," she says as she starts unbuttoning my pants slowly.

      I look around the warehouse. No one is in the immediate area that I can see, but I'm still very nervous. I'm also very turned on, but that does nothing about my anxiety.

      She finishes freeing my cock from its cloth confines, and I can feel it as she gives it one long lick from base to tip and back again. I keep watching the exits, waiting for them to open and someone to come in and tell us we're getting kicked out of the base for fornicating in public. At least none of the doors has a completely unobstructed view of us.

      Wendy keeps licking the shaft and occasionally giving the head a kiss. I do my best to look nonchalant like there isn't a woman on her knees in front of me worshiping my hard-on.

      Then she stops and coughs a little, though it sounds obviously fake.

      I look down into her eyes.

      "Am I boring you?" she asks, her lips just brushing the head of my cock when she speaks.

      "No. I'm just trying to see if anyone's coming."

      "I appreciate you playing lookout," she pauses to swirl her tongue just under the crown. "But I also want you to pay attention to me." She gives my cock a squeeze. "This should be stiff, but the rest of you needs to relax a little. And—" She licks the shaft a few times. "You don't need to scream my name. Though that would do great things for my ego. But this stone-faced thing makes me think you're not enjoying this."

      She manages to swallow the whole head and then some before pulling back and saying, "Let me know you're having some fun here. Cuz if you're not, we can always stop."

      "Please don't stop." The words spill out of my mouth.

      Then she gives me a wink before she starts licking again. I stare down at her, looking into her eyes while she blows me. I only look up on occasion to peek around really quickly, just to make sure I don't see anyone.

      I'm impressed with her oral talents. She knows her way around a dick, and I'm starting to feel the edges of my orgasm building.

      My fists clench, and I groan as I feel her tongue toy with the skin of my shaft. She can only fit so much of me into her mouth. When she reaches her limit, she bobs her head back and forth a bit, like she's trying to push herself to take more. Then she pulls back, gasping as she runs her tongue up and down the whole length.

      Sometimes she stares right up at me, urging me on with her eyes as she sucks me slowly. Other times, she's concentrating right in front of her, usually when she's trying to take me deeper.

      I feel my orgasm bubbling up, but then I hear something. The sound of a door opening. My eyes dart around the room, but it's none of the doors I can see. This location is perhaps a tactical error, something I haven't had the presence of mind to consider once I had the inkling of what Wendy wanted to do.

      I can hear footsteps coming up from behind me. And they're getting closer. It sounds like two orcs just talking and laughing.

      I suddenly wonder what's in the boxes she pushed me against. Is it something dangerous? Something that might be valuable enough to have armed guards watching over? Armed guards ready to kill anyone caught messing around with it? Or near it?

      Just as I'm picking out the noise. Wendy makes a slightly wet kissing sound. I reach down and grab her head to stop her. She hums into it like she wants me to take her head and control this blow job more.

      That's an interesting bit of information but something to explore later. I tilt her head and jerk the other thumb behind me, mouthing the words, "Someone's here."

      I let go of her head, expecting her to take me out of her mouth and for us to try to leave, but instead, she doesn't move, just leaving my cock in her mouth. This is not the position I want to be caught in, and I'm so close that just having her mouth on me like this is torture. I can't think straight, and it sounds like the footsteps are getting closer still until they're almost right behind me.

      Then I feel her go back to blowing me.
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      There are a lot of other things I should be doing right now. I should be preparing to go to war with the dark elves, hopefully with orc allies at my side. The dark elves' numbers grow daily. There are negotiations to be held. Firearms training to give. Logistics to be planned.

      But instead, I decide the best course of action is to blow Dhog. As with most of my other decisions, I figured I could be dead tomorrow, so why wait? If it's not the dark elves or some orcs, I could be struck by lightning or just drop dead when a blood vessel erupts in my brain.

      When any time can be your time, waiting for the right moment might mean you run out of moments before getting there. And so, sometimes, right now is the best time to engage in some risky public sex.

      I couldn't help myself. Watching Dhog take command of that situation, the way he defended a human but then wasn't going to let him attack just did something to me. I considered myself reasonably restrained for not having attempted to mount him in the council chamber.

      When Dhog grabs my head, it sends a thrill through me, and I'm wetter just thinking about him taking charge of me like that. But he tilts my head up, and instead of telling me something sexy, he mouths the words, "Someone's here."

      Fuck.

      The allure of sex in public places is the risk of getting caught. But there's a big difference between the risk of getting caught and actually being found with a dick in your mouth.

      I have no idea how restricted this area is. The door wasn't locked, so it can't be too bad, right? But perhaps the door was a mistake. Or maybe it's just someone's bad day. I could get in a lot of trouble for this. Ranging from some stern words to getting shot on sight. Shot in the head while giving head. There could be worse ways to go.

      And so, I start moving my mouth on him again. Less energetically since this time, I'm trying to be quiet, but still going. Dhog's eyes widen, and his jaw drops as he looks at me. He grabs my head again to stop me, and the force of it excites me. I suppress the urge to moan. Even muffled by his cock, I think that might be enough for the two voices approaching to hear us.

      Each of their footfalls sounds like thunder as they get closer.

      As nervous as I am, I'm also getting more turned on. I start to swirl my tongue around Dhog's crown. His grip on my hair tightens, and I finally stop, letting him slip silently from my mouth, looking up at him with a pout.

      The two voices stop approaching. They are talking about their evening plans from what sounds like just on the other side of the shelf I pushed Dhog up against. His stiff cock hovers just an inch away from my mouth, but he hasn't let go of his grip on my head. So instead, I just blow a breath over his cock as I stare up at him.

      I can tell I'm playing with fire from the look in his eyes. Then I hear a third voice further back the way the other two came. I can't quite make out what the new voice says, but the other two reply, "Alright," and start walking away from us.

      When we hear the door shot, Dhog looks down at me and asks, "Did you think that was funny?"

      "No, I thought it was hot. Nerve-wracking, but hot."

      "We could have gotten in trouble," he says, as his grip tightens in my hair a little. This time I can't help but moan. His grip relaxes a bit, and he looks shocked.

      "You like that?"

      He tightens his grip again.

      "Yes, I—"

      But I can't finish what I'm saying as Dhog pushes his hips forward while pulling my head in, forcing his cock into my mouth. Dhog can be surprisingly gentle, and so this wasn't anything like what I was expecting from him, and it's exactly what I didn't know I wanted. It feels like he's fucking my face with reckless abandon, but he never seems to push me past the point I'd gone when I was in control.

      Whether it's a conscious decision on his part or not, all I can do is relax as Dhog uses my mouth for his own pleasure. But it's hard to relax when it's turning me on so much. I can't help but think about how wild he got last night. I'd heard the stories, but it was true. An orc lover had left every human man I'd ever been with in the dust.

      Dhog's pace quickens, and I try to look up at him, but his grip is too tight. I want him to fuck me for real this way, the way he finally did last night. But I'm at his mercy which is an intoxicating place to be.

      "Fuck. Wendy, I'm coming," he hisses out through clenched teeth. He releases my head, but I don't stop. I keep with the motion until he grunts and spills the first jet of his seed down my throat. But it's the first of many. I'm determined at this point, and so I keep swallowing.

      Just as it starts to feel like I might drown, choking on his cum, he's finished. I swallow the last of it down and then wipe my chin before smiling up at him.

      "How are you this good?" he asks.

      I'm not sure if he wants 'plenty of practice' as the answer. Some guys are okay with that. Others aren't, even if they get to enjoy the benefits. So instead, I ask, "Did you enjoy yourself?"

      "Um... yeah." But there's a strange cloud darkening his expression. I look at him as he pulls me to my feet.

      "What is it? What's wrong?"

      But Dhog just grunts and stuffs his cock back into his pants before carefully zipping them up. Then he helps me straighten up. Especially after he was forceful, this feels surprisingly sweet and gentle.

      "Are you doing okay?" he asks.

      "Yeah. And you?" I try again to get something out of him.

      "I'm good," he says, but he seems distant. "We should walk out separately just in case we run into someone. I don't want people to get any ideas.

      Without another word, he turns and walks out the door. After he mercilessly used me, he began showing me just how sweet he could be but suddenly turned cold and distant.

      It's not the type of roller coaster ride I like.

      I had been just about to ask him to come back to my place, but he left. Since he broke up the fight in the council chambers, I'd felt like I was burning up, but that hasty retreat of his is enough to douse the flames. I start to count out a minute to give him a head start, even though as each second goes by, the urge to go after him and demand some answers intensifies. After forty seconds, I can't take it anymore.

      I run out the door, but the street is deserted. Why does that hurt so much? This is just supposed to be a little fun distraction from all the impending doom. But I feel this tension building in me, apprehension at the thought of not getting something from him before we part. I don't know what it is.

      I don't do this. I don't get attached because I don't want to miss people when they're gone. But this doesn't feel like all the other times. Something's different. What's happening to me?
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      I drum my fingers restlessly on the long oak table. It’s becoming increasingly difficult to keep Wendy and her many antics off of my mind, which is cumbersome in more ways than one.

      Aside from the fact that thinking about her has a tendency to agitate me, the memories of her on her knees or squirming beneath me have proven to be quite… distracting.

      I heave a sigh, trying to keep my blood pumping to my brain as I shift my weight in my chair. In addition to being distracting, these thoughts always seem to rear their head at the most inopportune times.

      I force myself to tune back into the conversation around me, trying not to let on that I’ve been entirely checked out up until this point. After the madness in the meeting hall yesterday, the council of chiefs have called for separate meetings of humans and orcs before we move into group negotiations once again.

      It’s a wise move, but I doubt it’ll do much to quell the in-fighting. Ultimately, keeping humans and orcs separated only helps to fuel the wild rumors and accusations flung on both sides; the only sure way to dispel any preconceived notions is by allowing one another to see just how truly similar our two races are.

      “After much discussion, we feel that it is time for a vote,” Aqidah’s voice bounces through the chamber, silencing the murmurs that had been running through the gathered orcs.

      Aqidah, Harok, and Malik are sitting at the table in front of the room and have been leading the discussion concerning cooperation with humans. I am seated, with several other chieftains and representatives, at a table to their right, directly across from another table of chieftains and representatives.

      While this meeting is open to all orcs on the base, only a few others showed up, seated in chairs in the middle of the room, flanked by our tables. I suspect this is because most orcs on this base already live and work with humans. Because it is their everyday reality, they see no reason why the rest of us would not follow suit and cooperate with humanity.

      I am not so confident in the rest of our people.

      “In light of the looming threat of the dark elves,” Malik says, standing from his chair at the front of the room, “And in accordance with the evidence supplied by the inhabitants of this base, I support the motion made to cooperate with humankind.”

      Conforming with orc tradition, I rise to my feet to show my endorsement of Malik’s motion. Aquidah and Harok rise as well, followed by most of the other orcs in the room. Only one representative stays in his seat: Prikdarok, from Iron Blood. His dissent does not surprise me, but as a lesser clan and without being a true chieftain, his vote could easily be overruled if it weren’t backed by three other orcs from different clans.

      My fists clench at the sight of Cagan still in his chair, smugly surveying the rest of the room with two lackeys at his back. While they may not hold titles in their clan, they know enough of council proceedings to know we cannot move forward with the motion with members of different clans unified in opposition.

      I’m not the only one this infuriates, as Malik stays on his feet, cheeks ruddied with rage, as other members of the council settle back into their chairs and prepare to begin discussions anew.

      “I would like to point out to the council and the present representatives of the clans that the dark elves are the greatest threat we face as a race,” Malik says, his voice dangerously even.

      “The truce being discussed is not a permanent one, and the orc clans would cede no battles or territory to the humans as part of this agreement. We would secure this arrangement only for as long as the dark elves remain a threat. Once that threat is neutralized, the truce is null, and each individual clan may proceed how they wish.”

      Cagan snorts from the small assembly gathered before the tables of elders, rising to his feet in challenge.

      “You disgrace your clan and your race by groveling at the feet of humans, much like your son,” he sneers at Malik, who tenses visibly at the insult.

      “Humans are useless to us. We should let the dark elves take care of them for us!” Says another orc, rising to stand next to Cagan in defiance.

      “The humans should bleed for what they’ve done to our brothers and sisters!” Another orc shouts as he jumps to his feet.

      The tension in the room spikes, murmurs undulating through the crowd as I struggle to stay in my seat. The sheer stupidity, the narrow-mindedness it takes to ignore the threat before us in favor of fueling decades of hate and violence, boils my blood.

      Aqidah and the other elders start to try and soothe the crowd, but a voice across the room catches my attention.

      “I’ll tell you one thing the dark elves got right,” Prikdarok says to one of the dissenting orcs next to him. “Human women have their uses.” I grind my teeth, trying to force down the storm of emotions that rages through me at his statement. Prikdarok’s gaze finds mine, and his face twists into a sneer as he continues.

      “That pretty blonde representative, what’s her name? Wendy?”

      My vision begins to go red at the edges as Prikdarok’s eyes burn into mine.

      “Give me some rope, a gag, and an hour, and I could break her spirit just as badly as I’d rip her cunt.” He laughs, and the orcs at his side join him.

      I’m on my feet in an instant, my lips curled back over my teeth as a savage roar rips through the chamber. I kick the table I’d been sitting behind towards Prikdarok’s chair across from me, pinning one of the unfortunate orcs between the heavy oak of my table and Prikdarok’s.

      The orc yelps, wriggling free with a cry and ducking to crawl out of my path as I storm towards Prikdarok. The room has descended into chaos, some orcs fleeing the chamber entirely, while others shout in mayhem, trying to discern what’s going on. From the corner of my eye, I can see Aqidah and Malik on their feet, running towards me.

      None of them matter. I’m going to kill Prikdarok.

      Prikdarok and Cagan are backed against the wall, their path to the door blocked by the table they’d been seated behind and the rush of other frenzied bodies trying to shove their way from the room. I heave the table I kicked at Prikdarok over my head, bellowing as my muscles scream under its weight.

      The pure fear and shock on their faces is almost cloying. They’ll pay with their lives for even thinking about Wendy like that.

      “Dhog, stop!” A familiar voice cries from across the room. I don’t listen.

      A body connects with my own as I throw the table, knocking me off balance and sending the table careening to the right of the two orcs that surely would’ve been crushed under its weight. I grab the orc on top of me by the throat and recognize him as one of the descenters. My fury flares once more, and I swing his body wildly at the wall, sending him flying.

      Suddenly, a powerful pair of arms wrap around my right arm, quickly followed by another pair on my left. I roar, trying to shake them off of me, when a familiar voice catches my attention again.

      “Dhog,” Malik pants as he struggles to restrain me, “What the fuck is all of this?”

      “You have to stop. Now.” A more forceful voice on my right sounds. Aqidah. My resistance to them weakens as the bloodmania connected to my rage dulls.

      Aqidah and Malik relinquish their grips on me, seeming to recognize my return to my senses. I turn to Aqidah, breathing deeply as he surveys me anxiously.

      “What is going on with you?” He asks me incredulously. I turn away from him, surveying the splintered table and chairs, and the chieftains and representatives against the wall behind us who bore witness to my behavior.

      Finally, I turn to where Prikdarok and Cagan stand, inhaling deeply to maintain my composure. The orc whose leg I almost crushed is struggling to his feet near them, and the orc I’d flung into a wall is slowly blinking his way back into consciousness.

      Good, I think. They all need to hear this.

      “Prikdarok, Cagan, and those who oppose unity with the humans. On the grounds of dishonoring all orc-kind, and by proxy, dishonoring me, I summon you to the ring.”

      Whispers ripple out through the crowd at my words, a hum of anticipation filling the air.

      “Do you dare accept the challenge of Dhog the Ruthless, Chieftain of the Beheader Clan?”
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      My gaze doesn’t waver as I stare down the four orcs I’ve challenged to a duel. The two injured orcs’ heads swivel between me and the spot where Prikdarok and Cagan stand rooted to the ground.

      It wasn’t a lie when I cited my reason for issuing the challenge as the group acting dishonorably. They had been dishonorable in more ways than one: prioritizing their egos over their clans, making a mockery of a council meeting, etcetera.

      It was a lie, however, to insinuate that the reason for my issuing this challenge had to do with their refusal to unite with humans. Orcs are a proud race, and while I may think their opinion on this matter to be childish and idiotic, they are still entitled to the opinion.

      My real reason for issuing this challenge is Wendy.

      Although we’ve spent little time together, I know enough of her to know that if she found out my reason for acting this way is her, she’d be furious. This gives me little pause, however.

      I will never allow someone to speak so disrespectfully of her–much less threaten her in such an obscenely violent way. The mere memory of Prikdarok’s words stirs my mania for blood, and I focus on thoughts of Wendy to keep me in control.

      There are not many human women worth giving much thought to, much less dueling over, but Wendy is not just any human woman. She’s a force of nature. I have yet to meet anyone, man or woman, human or orc, worthy of the type of admiration I hold for Wendy.

      She’s bold, kind, confident; the fact that she can carry the type of tenacity she does in such a small body boggles the mind. Wendy oozes power, whether it’s in a room full of enemies or alone with a lover. The fact that so many either willingly turn a blind eye or seem not to notice the type of gravitational pull she has confuses me as much as it enrages me.

      And the fact that the four orcs in front of me would so gleefully hurt her, break the unbelievable spirit she carries within her, is the true reason for this duel.

      There’s a more removed part of me listening to this inner monologue incredulously.

      All of this for a human woman?

      In truth, I don’t fully understand the reasons behind my overpowering need to protect her, honor her. It could be a myriad of factors, ranging from basic interpersonal respect to raging hormones.

      Seeing as I’ve never been with a human before, perhaps it has something to do with the mingling of our bodily fluids–some type of chemical reaction influencing my brain.

      Perhaps, after enough time, these feelings will fade. Perhaps if I get enough of her body, her laugh, her company, I will build up some kind of immunity to her as one does with illnesses.

      None of these reasons feel even the slightest bit true, but it’s easier to explore alternatives than to acquiesce to what I’m beginning to realize.

      All of this for a human woman? Echoes that traditionalist voice inside my head, the voice that led me to swear off human women, reasoning through a misguided sense of duty.

      No, I respond to that old, cold part of me. All of this for Wendy.
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      My insult to the four orcs’ honor left them no choice in regards to my challenge. All four orcs begrudgingly accept my invitation into the ring, their reactions varying from righteous indignation to thinly-veiled terror.

      My reputation precedes me, I think with a grim smile.

      Even being a member of the Beheader clan guarantees a certain respect amongst other clans, and being the chieftain, stories of my brutality and victories have spread far and wide.

      Outwardly, the Beheader clan is a brutal people who value strength and courage on the battlefield. Our other values, such as compassion, honesty, and a willingness to learn, are aspects of our natures we reserve for those who earn them.

      The arena is not far from the meeting hall, and I lead the way, my chin thrust upward and eyes focused on the battle ahead. The four orcs, along with the representatives and chieftains from the council meeting, trail behind me.

      We amass more spectators on the way, orcs who seem to be able to smell the challenge lingering in the air and curious humans who want to know what the fuss is about. Everyone seems to stop short at the edges of the arena; everyone except me, of course.

      The arena on this base is little more than an oversized sandpit, and has clearly never been used for much other than training. It’s a large circle, with a standard diameter of about 50 yards enclosed by a cobblestone barrier as tall as I am and surrounded by sloped spectator seating on all sides except near the entrance.

      I continue into the arena without hesitating, making my way to the rack of weapons along the inside of the entrance, and grab a machete off of the rack. Some of those who trailed us to the arena begin to take their seats, sitting in quiet anticipation of what is to come. Others stand dumbfounded, looking from me, to the machete in my hand, and finally to the four pale orcs lingering outside of the arena entrance.

      The training machetes are dull with use, but this suits me just fine. I have no intention of killing these orcs, except perhaps Prikdarok. I will, however, make an excellent example of them.

      The fact that the machetes are dulled seems to do nothing to ease my opponents’ concerns. Dulled or not, they can certainly do some damage in the right hands.

      Even Cagan, an orc known for his antagonistic nature, looks reluctantly from the rack of weapons to where I stand in the center of the ring.

      “Will you rise to my challenge, or concede to my claims?” I shout at them from where I stand, the anticipation building within me as I shift my weight. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a good duel, and I didn’t realize how much I was looking for one until I was standing here.

      Prikdarok, the arrogant bastard, is the first to react. He picks up a machete, trying to put on an air of confidence as he struts into the ring. Cagan follows suit, with the two nameless orcs apprehensively falling into step behind him.

      I can’t help the savage grin that stretches across my face at the sight of them coming towards me.

      This is exactly what I need.

      Cagan rushes me first, clearly hoping to catch me by surprise; he does no such thing. I parry his overhand swing easily, driving my shoulder into his chest and knocking him backwards as the orc with the injured leg reaches me.

      He hesitates as I turn on him suddenly, and I slash out at his injured leg, bringing him to his knees. The orc cries out in pain and throws his sword at my feet, pressing his forehead into the sand: a traditional sign of surrender.

      I drop a hand to the back of his head, signaling my acceptance of his surrender, before turning towards the three remaining orcs. Prikdarok and the other orc exchange a glance as Cagan struggles to his feet, and rush towards me in tandem. I take a second to assess their pace, before sprinting towards the two of them.

      The shock is evident on their faces, clearly not expecting me to rush forward to meet them, but Prikdarok’s panic quickly changes to delight, raising his sword as we charge at one another.

      Good. Let him think he has the upper hand, I think smugly to myself.

      Prikdarok swings his sword towards my chest just as I drop to the ground, sliding under his blade and watching as it finds purchase in the orc beside him. Prikdarok curses as he realizes his blow missed me entirely, the orc at his elbow dropping his sword to clamp a hand over the gushing wound in his arm.

      I’m on my feet in no time, and Prikdarok’s eyes meet mine just as I slam my skull viciously into his. The resounding crack echoes through the arena, and Prikdarok drops like a stone. I turn back to the orc with the injured arm, only to find his sword already tossed at my feet and his forehead pressed into the sand. I acknowledge his surrender quickly, surveying the arena to find my last opponent: Cagan.

      My forehead is beaded with sweat, and my body screams from the strain of fighting so many orcs at once, but there’s a hum in my blood I can’t deny. I was built for this, made to fight. I am the Chieftain of the Beheader Clan.

      Cagan shifts his sword from hand to hand, waiting for my approach, clearly on the defensive.

      Fine, I think to myself. Have it your way.

      I dash towards Cagan, keeping my pace even and measured. To my surprise, Cagan moves backwards, edging towards the wall as I approach him. I slow my stride, taking measured steps, waiting for the trick up Cagan’s sleeve.

      As my shadow dances around Cagan’s, he suddenly lifts his hands, tossing his sword at my feet. I try to school my face into a neutral expression, fighting off my bewilderment at his actions as Cagan slowly drops to his knees, placing his forehead on the ground.

      While I wouldn’t have expected such an easy surrender from him, I will not deny him his life, I think to myself as I bend to acknowledge his surrender. The moment my hand touches the back of Cagan’s head, however, a white-hot strip of pain tracks down my back, nearly intersecting my spine.

      I roar, whirling to find an unsteady Prikdarok with his blade already raised to strike again. Even in my blinding pain, however, I’m faster.

      Prikdarok’s eyes widen before dropping to my blade, buried to the hilt in his chest. We drop together, and I watch as the life leaves his eyes and his dark blood mingles with the sand of the arena.

      I hear distant shouting, fading behind the thump of my own heartbeat in my ears. I try to get my arms under me, to get back on my feet, but my body does not listen to my commands.

      “Wendy,” I manage to gasp.

      Then everything goes black.
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      I sigh, enjoying the feeling of the sun on my skin as I sit with June outside the dining hall. We met a few days ago while she was on her way back from the fields.

      Despite how confident I personally am in the base, I’ve found that talking to its inhabitants is the best way to get a read on what it’s like for humans and orcs to live together.

      June is at least 15 years older than I am, her tan skin beginning to show signs of wear from being out in the sun. When I ask her about her job and her life here on base, she grins widely at me, hazel eyes sparkling in the afternoon sun.

      “As long as you aren’t afraid of a little sweat, the fields will treat ya just fine,” she tells me as she leans back, wiping residual sweat from her brow. “I’m lucky in this world to like what I do and where I am. Better than the goddamn bunker, that’s for sure.”

      “And what of your life outside of the fields?” I ask her, curious to find out what other insights I can glean from her. Her grin deepens at my question.

      “I like you, girl. You don’t mince words,” she says, winking at me. “Chief’s fair, kind. He doesn't mince words either. Generous, too; all of us in the field get to take home our share of whatever food we like, plus a little extra for bartering.

      “Gives us all the clothes we need too, seeing as how they wear out quick in our line of work. Better than just bein’ alive; I’m comfortable. And that lady of his, Lisa? I bet you’ll like her. She ‘n’ Aqidah make quite the little couple.” I smile and nod, hoping June will continue.

      Outside of gaining valuable information on the way humans are treated on base, and the way they feel about their chieftain, I simply like the cadence of June’s voice. Something about it feels natural and unhurried, like a piece of home although it’s an entirely foreign way of speaking to me.

      “Lisa's a peach,” June continues, looking out at the activity on the base as she leans back against the building. “She ‘n’ that man of hers are doin' right by us all. You shoulda seen Lisa when Beth had her baby last year. Girl must’ve made six different meals, and was always over at that house holdin’ the baby or doin’ the dishes. Real sweet…”

      June trails off, her brow furrowing as she lifts a hand over her eyes and squints towards the afternoon sun. I follow her line of sight, confused as to why she stopped speaking, when I see a man sprinting towards us.

      My stance naturally widens at the sight, my body preparing for a fight. Somebody sprinting wildly like that is never a good sign. The man runs straight past us as if we’re not even there. I turn to June, bewildered, and she shrugs at me. I turn back towards the direction the man was running from, and see another figure moving towards us hurriedly. I jog towards him.

      “What’s going on?” I shout, my mind racing. “Are we under attack?” The man slows his pace as he approaches, but doesn’t stop.

      “Chief Dhog,” the man forces out between pants, and I stop dead in my tracks.

      “Have to find the shaman,” he says as he runs past me. My heart thumps wildly in my chest, my brain reeling, trying to make sense of the man’s words.

      “Where is he?” I shout at the man’s back as he runs away, not even caring about the hysteria beginning to edge into my voice.

      “Clinic!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve never run so fast in my life.

      The pounding of my feet echoes in time with the pounding in my blood as I race toward the clinic.

      How could he have gotten so hurt if we weren’t under attack? Did somebody attack him? Who would hurt him? Was it an accident? A random act of god? Is he okay?

      What if he’s already gone?

      I bite the inside of my cheek so hard I bleed as I try to banish the last thought from my mind. The clinic looms ahead, a small gathering of people already outside, all but two of them stepping aside as I run to the building.

      I recognize one of the two bodies blocking my entrance to the clinic. Haizen of the Burning Sun clan. He used to be Old Malik's second. The pretty woman next to him must be Eileen.

      “Wendy,” Haizen acknowledges me, no question in his voice although we’ve never been formally introduced. Eileen smiles at me with knowing eyes, and I feel my heart drop to my toes.

      “Where is he?” I manage to get out, hating my aching lungs and the pitiful tone in my voice. “What happened? Please, I need to see him.” I try to fight the white-hot pinpricks burning in the corners of my eyes.

      “He’s here, honey,” Eileen says softly, driving an elbow into Haizen’s side. He grumbles at the impact of her small elbow against his rather massive side, but steps out from in front of the door, clearing my way into the clinic.

      I rush through the door without another word to anyone outside and blink against the dimness as my eyes adjust to being indoors. I’m not prepared for what I see.

      Dhog’s back is to me, sitting on the side of one of the white clinic beds, his body leaning heavily against the wall beside him as if he can’t bear to support his own weight. The shaman’s back is also to me as she sits on a stool, arms moving as she works on something on his back.

      I take a step towards them, relief flooding me at the mere sight of Dhog’s shoulders moving with his breaths, when I see what the shaman is doing.

      Dhog’s back is nearly split in two, a long, jagged slice running the length of his spine, only barely missing the spinal cord. The shaman has made quick work of most of the wound, having cleaned it well and stitched up half of it, but I can see torn muscles and the bare white of some of his ribs gleaming under the shaman’s steady hands.

      Whatever did this damage wasn’t sharp enough for a clean slice- instead, the skin and muscles look as if they’d been ripped like paper. The idea that anything could do such a grievous level of damage to an orc as strong as Dhog terrifies me.

      I never considered that he could be the one to die suddenly, I realize. I always knew life was short, but I never thought that I’d lose Dhog like I lost Mom. I’m dragged from my macabre spiral by the shaman’s voice.

      “You can not move vigorously right now, Dhog. You’re lucky the machete missed your spine; half an inch to the right, and you never would’ve walked again,” The shaman tells him as she finishes her last stitch on his back.

      A fucking machete? I think incredulously. What the hell happened?

      “You’re going to need to be careful to keep the wound clean and dry,” she continues, rubbing an ointment along the stitches on his back. “And since it’s on your back, you’re going to need some help taking care of it. You’ll probably need help with a variety of everyday tasks, too,” she says.

      “I’ll do it.” My voice seems to startle them both, Dhog’s head whipping towards the sound of my voice before he lets out a pained groan. Both the shaman and I rush to him, helping him shift back and get his legs into the bed.

      “Good,” the shaman says, nodding at me. Dhog opens his mouth to object, but I shoot him a look that shuts him up. The shaman suppresses a smile, turning away from us.

      “I’ll give the two of you some privacy, and then I’ll be back to discuss our next steps,” she tells us as she makes a hasty retreat. The moment the door is closed, I turn my attention back to Dhog.

      “What the hell happened?” I ask him, searching his eyes. “Did she say something about a fucking machete?” My voice is an octave higher than normal, but I can’t find it in me to be embarrassed or act detached. The feeling of Dhog’s hand in mine creates a relief that’s almost stifling, leaving no room for my pride.

      Dhog squeezes my hand lightly, his gaze shifting away from mine as he replies “It was just a duel.”

      “Just a duel?” I echo in an even shriller voice. Dhog grimaces, shifting uncomfortably.

      “The council of chiefs went in an… unfavorable direction, and unforgivable things were said. The only honorable resolution was a duel.” He says, in a matter-of-fact voice.

      “Dhog…” I start. What can I even say to that? I think to myself, then heave an exasperated sigh.

      “Please just… let me help. Let me help you until you’re better.” The pleading tone in my voice is something new to both of us, and I can see the surprise behind his eyes.

      “You owe me that,” I tell him, hardening my voice. Dhog holds my gaze for a moment before nodding. Horrifying what-ifs swirl through my mind as I look at him.

      What if the wound gets infected? What if he hurts his spine? What if I can’t take good enough care of him? I feel my throat begin to close around these thoughts, but a gentle stroke of Dhog’s thumb across the back of my hand grounds me.

      It’s then that a realization cracks through me like a thunderbolt: I love Dhog.
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      It’s a horrible, terrible idea.

      But Wendy refuses to take ‘no’ for an answer. She insists on being at my house everyday to take care of me, and it’s already been a week. In that time, I’ve gotten to know her little quirks and have memorized the way her hips sway when she knows she’s won.

      Her people come to my door every day, trying to convince her to go away with them but she always has a reason not to. Today, she tells them, “He was injured because he helped us, right? It’s only fitting for us to make sure he heals up properly,” then shuts the door on their inquisitive and bemused faces.

      I shake my head with a laugh, and we share a secret look.

      No one else has caught on to our true arrangement, and for now, at least, I’d rather keep it that way. Aqidah may have a clue, but thankfully, he’s kept that information to himself. He has a human woman of his own, and I’m sure he understands how delicate such an arrangement can be, under the weight of the other clans’ scrutiny.

      Not everyone accepts unions such as ours.

      Despite the rumors that seemed to have sprung up the day that I was injured, the negotiations are taking up everyone’s focus, so at least Wendy and I have that going for us. The whispers have been squashed, and only Aqidah's knowing eyes remind me how telling my outburst was. But they’re beginning to wrap up, after I defended her honor in the arena, so I don’t know how much longer I can keep this incredible woman in my arms.

      Her touch is silk as she runs her fingers over my strong jaw. “What’s wrong, Dhog?”

      “Nothing,” I say too quickly, kissing her palm.

      I wouldn’t dare try such a thing in front of the chieftains. We’re ‘friends’ where all others are involved, and still, she’s crept into my heart, this brave, fierce woman. I didn’t know it, but the second she laid eyes on me, I was already done for.

      “You didn’t have to do all this for me.”

      “Are we going through this again? You know how I feel about it.” Her gaze drops as if it were her fault I got injured, tracing the line of my neck. “It’s the least I can do.”

      I grab her hand and sigh. “It’s not your responsibility.”

      “I know…” she trails off, the melancholy lasting only a second longer before she snaps out of it and leans in dangerously, our lips nearly touching. “Just humor me.”

      “I thought I was-”

      Her lips crash into mine, and my body aches to possess her fully. Instead, she dampens the flames with her delicious kiss. Who needs dinner when I can claim this full mouth? She’s so good at getting what she wants, I think, sliding my hands up the tender flesh of her thighs, warming her to me. I don’t want this to ever end, I realize suddenly, regretting that I’d insisted on keeping our relationship secret from the others.

      My heart weighs heavy when she breaks away, but she only looks satisfied. “Why so glum?”

      How do I put it into words?

      I open my mouth to try when she disengages from me suddenly with wide eyes. “I forgot the roux sauce.” She scrambles off my lap and dashes into the kitchen, leaving me aching for more of her sweet attention.

      “Hey,” I call, straining to see her from around the corner. My back has healed well because of her efforts, but it still restricts my movement somewhat. “We were in the middle of something!”

      She issues a soft laugh. “It’ll only take a minute!”

      Yeah, no, I think, craning my neck to get a better look. Who knows how many more times I’ll get to see that beautiful face? From my vantage, I can just make out her profile. She’s smiling to herself while stirring something in a pot, adding a dash of this and that.

      Stay with me, I think, imagining her settling for some weak spined human male after she is gone. I almost rise before remembering the heavy stitches keeping the skin of my back in place. I settle into the couch again, content to watch her work.

      Everything is effortless with Wendy, so that I can hardly remember what life was like before she came into my life. Then, I think of what might have been, if I hadn’t concealed our relationship. What future we could have made for ourselves. It’s not impossible to create a family between humans and orcs. I never thought I’d pine for such a thing, but I also never thought I’d meet such a strong willed woman. If she wanted that, could I deny her?

      My expression darkens.

      I’ve made this bed of lies, and now I must lie in it.

      I sink into the couch a little deeper, my gaze never straying from her. Regret makes me pine for another chance at this. How could I know she’d prove to be such a formidable woman?

      She begins to hum a song I don’t recognize.

      It’s beautiful.

      I can’t recall that I’ve heard it before, laying my head against the couch back and listening with a deep focus. “What song is that?” I dare ask.

      Wendy goes quiet, stirring the sauce thoughtfully all the while. “It’s a love song,” she finally says, glancing at me with a smile. “Why?”

      “Nothing,” I say, then close my eyes as if I’m not paying attention, hoping she’ll continue. When she does, it’s a little softer, like a secret she’s telling only me. My eyes crack open again to take her in. She goes about her business easily, focused on the task of making dinner. For me, I remind myself. She’s doing all of this for me.

      I wonder how the hell I got so lucky.

      I’m so wrapped up in my thoughts, I don’t realize when she graces the archway and stares back. Her expression is one of confusion, but her voice holds a hint of amusement. “Why are you staring at me? Do I have flour on my face?”

      I blink, realizing she’s right. I have been staring.

      “Am I that pretty?” She bats her eyes, teasing me with just a look. “Or, do I need to grow a brutish brow and green skin to meet your impossible beauty standards?”

      I throw my head back with a laugh. “Don’t flatter yourself,” I say, though I’m only saying that to conceal what I’m truly feeling. It’s too embarrassing to say it aloud, so instead, I push it deep down, regaining my dismissive stance. “You know I prefer my own kind.”

      Wendy doesn’t look deterred at all, instead, sashaying over to me with those tempting hips swaying and slides languidly onto my lap. “Do you?” she asks, though she doesn’t sound convinced. She leans in, brushing her lips against the shell of my ear. “Maybe I should refresh your memory, then.”

      I shiver beneath her, but I’m not cold.

      My cock aches after being denied for so long, and she presses herself against me as if she already knows that I’m in agony without her. “Did you forget why you like me?”

      “No,” I breathe.

      Her teeth graze my lobe, sending electricity shooting through to my core. This woman drives me insane! She’s torturing me when I’m still infirm, though if she keeps it up, I might just do it anyway. “All your hard work…”

      She wriggles her hips, igniting the heat in my crotch. “I’ve seen how you move around, nowadays.” Her breath is hot in my ear. “I think you’re just being a big baby.”

      A growl emanates through my chest. With furious intent, I crush her lips to mine and drag her fully onto my crotch, my fingers biting into the tender flesh of her rump. She steals an unsteady breath before reciprocating, tugging at my shirt as if to tear it off. Wendy knows better than to challenge an orc, and still, here she is, tormenting me with the promise of release.

      How can she tempt me like this?
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      Dhog is impatient for this, while simultaneously holding back. I can feel it in the strain of his arms around me. I wonder if it’s the injury, but I’ve been tending it myself. I know that it has healed up nicely over the last week under my care. He doesn’t look like he’s in pain, either. At least, not physical pain.

      That encourages me further, until he claims my mouth with feverish intent.

      He wants me, I think. I know he wants me.

      But how can I be certain? Lust is a powerful motive, and maybe he’s just playing with me until the negotiations are over. Sure, his cock rises beneath me as our hot kiss slows to something diligent. He’s still male, no matter what species he claims to be. It bears down on my soul and makes me want to weep, but I’m not going to squander our brief time together in misery. The way he caresses me fools me into thinking he might actually be interested in more than just my body. It makes me feel special and singular in his battle hardened life.

      This was supposed to be a distraction from the coming war, but now, thoughts of Dhog consume my every waking moment. I crave to live forever in this liminal space, free of responsibility and care. Just one more day. One more hour.

      I know what I want. Does he?

      His lips rake across my throat, stirring my passion. I tangle my fingers in his dark curls, reveling in the satin ringlets that are so soft compared to his gruff exterior, and let him mold me against his chest. His lips drop a little lower, mouthing my breast through the thin fabric. His tusks threaten to pierce but he’s careful with me.

      When I move to pull up my shirt, he stops me and does it himself, marveling at my bare chest. I catch one of his hands and bring it to my left breast. “You were never so nervous before…”

      His sigh is hot and billowing as it passes over me.

      I think he’s going to say something when he sighs again and buries his face in my tits. The scent of him is overwhelming. It fills me with desire and grief. Dhog says one thing, and then his body tells me a different story.

      I don’t know what to believe.

      His cock is throbbing beneath me, but he seems too busy cherishing me to care. I can’t stand it, wallowing in my uncertainty. I just want him to take me like he did the first time, without strings attached, I finish internally, knowing having him inside me will dull the ache in my heart. “I can’t stand it any longer,” I admit in a whisper. “I need you.”

      He glances up, his bright eyes reserved yet desperate.

      I show him, tearing open the front of his pants and letting his massive cock spring out. “See?” I ask triumphantly. “You need me, too.”

      It’s so unlike him not to answer, muted as I lever up and catch the tip of his cock between my thighs, finding that perfect angle before sinking down onto him with a groan. He looks helpless, as if he’s not a great, powerful chieftain. And when he holds me, he’s careful as if I’m the one who was injured.

      I set the pace, letting his girth fill me up.

      I’m not going to wait for him to get his act together. We’re running out of time. Besides, I don’t want to think about the future any longer.

      I want to leave it far behind me.

      Finally, a moan escapes him, and he rolls me onto my back. The move is effortless but I take care to feel the hard line across his muscles, making sure it doesn’t start to bleed again. From this angle, he can push in deeper, harder, but he takes his time, teasing me with his tip before sliding home. Frisson crawls up my spine and spreads into my limbs. Where he touches, electricity sparks and finally the troubling thoughts subside.

      We breathe together in unison. This is perfection.

      His powerful jaw clamps over my shoulder, holding me in place as he pushes a little harder and faster as if testing himself after being infirm for so long. I kiss the strong skin of his neck to assure him everything will be alright. His searching hands find my face, his thumb pressing into my mouth for me to suck on.

      I shoot him a naughty grin when I nibble on his stray appendage.

      His eyes flare and he hooks his thumb against my jaw and drags me up to kiss me, and I yield gladly. His breath is sultry and heavy when I inhale it. I love the firmness of his chest beneath my hands.

      Dhog steadies my impatient heart, then sets it to flutter wildly as his pace increases. His heavy cock barrels against my organs, pushing to my end. My body protests by clamping around him, trying to push him out but a growl overtakes him again, and he accepts the challenge.

      I love how his rumble radiates through me.

      It snaps me back to this present moment when my thoughts set to wander. I clutch tightly around his firm center, our sweat mingling into something new and unique to us. It’s a scent I’d know anywhere, his hearty musk and my lavender soaps intertwined.

      Dhog’s pace increases again.

      He pins me to the floor, curling over me with intent as his cock stiffens inside of me. I know it’s coming. My body responds in kind, and I throw my hand between my legs to work that nub into a mad frenzy.

      My face flushes with heat as I feel myself come, skewered by him.

      He watches me even as he maintains his heavy thrusts, the warmth blooming under his flesh in turn. He wants me, I know he does, I repeat, tears stinging my eyes as I find my release. All at once, my body goes completely rigid, constricting around his massive cock. I almost can’t hear his hiss over my mounting cry, not caring anymore if the others hear us.

      Dhog collapses over me and drives himself hard into me once, twice, then on the third pump, releases himself inside of me. My fingernails dig in to the dense skin of his shoulders as he fills me up with his seed, until I’m heavy and full.

      He buries his face in the crook of my shoulder, recovering.

      My limbs go slack and I lazily count his stitches with blind fingers.

      His voice is muffled when he finally speaks. “Was that what you needed?”

      I let my head drop against his supportive arm and laugh softly, blinking away the errant tears. “I could ask you the same question.”

      When he doesn’t answer right away, I find his gaze troubled.

      I know better than to stake my hopes on him, and still, I’m right here, waiting for him to tell me something I know isn’t true.

      He turns his head and sniffs the air. “I think your sauce has burned.”

      My gaze strays to anywhere but him. “I’ll make another one,” I say flippantly, trying to rise in the circle of his arms. He lets me and rubs his chest as if he’s embarrassed. I’m the one who should be embarrassed, not him. “Are you still hungry?”

      Dhog offers me my shirt and I take it, shrugging it on in a quick motion. He looks like he doesn’t know what to say, and I hate how his gaze lingers like he didn’t just pin me to the floor and claim me. “Sure,” he says lamely.

      “’kay,” I say in turn, moving to stand.

      When my legs give out, he’s there to catch me, allowing me to slide back into his lap. He kisses the nape of my neck that sends a delicious shiver down my spine. “You’re right,” he whispers, nuzzling into my hair. “I do need you.” Another secret.

      I’m so tired of secrets.
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      The morning sun filters through the window and illuminates the blond halo of her hair as she rests her head on my chest. I'm not sure if she's awake or not, but I dare not move because I don't want to break the moment. It's the first time she's spent the night, and it was nice to wake up next to her.

      This is all unexpected. This wasn't the plan, but I can't say that I'm not enjoying it.

      But then Wendy breaks the silence and the illusion of sleep when she says, "I'm going to have to leave soon. Probably in the next two days."

      She hasn't moved, so all I can see is the top of her head, her hair glowing in the sunlight.

      Even though I knew this couldn't last forever since we both had homes to return to and so much work to be done, the thought of her leaving feels like a stone fist around my heart. The crushing weight of it makes the position we're in suddenly very uncomfortable.

      I feel the urge to get up and move but stop myself when I realize that the urge I have is to flee, and I'm no coward. So, I stay stone still, unmoving.

      After a long moment of silence, she hasn't moved either.

      "Well?" she asks.

      "Well, what?"

      She shifts, propping herself up on her elbow to look me in the eye.

      "Do you have anything to say?"

      It's such a simple question, but I can see that things are much more complicated by the way she looks at me expectantly. She wants something more from me, something I can't really give her.

      At least not something I can give her and remain faithful to the oaths I swore to myself and to others.

      The dark elves are doing their best to eliminate the orc race. And I sort of hate myself for thinking that being with a human, being with Wendy, is just helping drive the nail into the coffin. I can't abandon my oath like that. I made promises to myself and to others that I'd protect my people and ensure their continued survival by any means necessary.

      Though have I truly been living up to that? For all my talk about choosing an orc woman and starting a family, I haven't had any real relationships. Brief trysts that I abandon when things get serious.

      She watches me, waiting for me to say something. I don't know if I can give her the answers she seeks. I can feel the connection between us, or at least I think I can. This was just supposed to be about sex. Friends with benefits, she called it. I can't believe that just a short while ago I thought this could be uncomplicated.

      We're more than friends, but how much more?

      My heart races. She does like me, right? She wouldn't have gone through all this taking care of me when I was too injured for the benefits part of the deal if she didn't like me at least a little. But does she love me?

      Do I love her?

      I can't think about that. I have to think about my people.

      "I guess we won't be seeing each other anymore."

      I see the way her face falls, and I try to repair the conversation.

      "Which is sad, really. We work well, don't we? Like this. Uncomplicated. Just friends who happen to have sex on occasion. Much more before I got injured. I was sort of hoping to get back to that now that I'm better. It's been a very convenient release valve with everything going on."

      I can see the pain in her eyes. There are things I could say differently. Take back the words I'd meant to be placating, but I keep blundering through, trying to let her down gently.

      "Not that it's the only thing you're good at. You've been great. Thank you for taking care of me."

      The pained expression passes as quickly as it appeared.

      "Yeah," she says, sitting up with a laugh. "It was nice to just be able to fuck around when either of us wanted. You know, uncomplicated."

      She rolls to the edge of the bed and then gets to her feet. Standing, she presents me with the fantastic view of her backside, which is already making my body respond. And that somehow makes me feel worse. I still want her.

      "Where are you going?" I ask.

      "Since your wound has healed up enough to handle what we did last night—"

      "Repeatedly," I add with a smirk.

      She smiles, though it's tinged with a bit of sadness for a moment. "Yeah. Repeatedly. But I think you're good enough to take care of yourself again. Just make sure you have one of the medics check you out next time you're in the area. I'm no doctor, but I'm going to assume you're good to go."

      She starts gathering her clothing we scattered on the floor.

      "So, I'm going to go talk to Jones about what I need to wrap up before we leave. As fun as this is... well, was, there are other things I need to get done. I don't want to leave any loose ends behind when I return home. You know, no unfinished business," she says, looking at me as she deposits the pile of her clothes at the foot of the bed.

      Picking up her underwear, she starts putting it on, saying, "So, yeah. I'll just get dressed and go. No need to drag this out."

      As she talks, she hurriedly gets dressed, moving in quick, jerky motions.

      Are her hands shaking?

      Even with the smile plastered on her face, I can see this is not how she wished for us to part. But what am I supposed to do to make this any different? The situation is what it is. We knew that going in, didn't we?

      This was just supposed to be a temporary arrangement. A passing fancy. But with the way my heart races for her, it doesn't feel like something that should just be fleeting. Though, how can it be more? It would require me to go back on my word.

      Perhaps I am a coward. Sure, I'd gladly rush into battle with the odds stacked against me. But this? I'm terrified of what change might mean. There are so many things I could say to her. I could ask her to stay. I could tell her even a little of what I'm thinking. We could talk about our arrangement.

      But instead, I say nothing, just looking at her as she hurriedly puts on her clothes. I can't tear my eyes away from her even though I feel guilty for admiring her beauty in this way while I continue to stay silent.

      Fully dressed, she walks toward the living room, turning back to look at me.

      Say something.

      But I don't know what words would work.

      I don't know how long she looks at me. It's probably no more than a second. Just a quick glance back, but time slows as I fumble through my mental catalog of the things I could say. But I'm sickened with myself for not having the courage to say any of it. Then the frozen moment passes, and time seems to lurch forward as she dashes out the door.

      Fuck!

      I don't know if I did the right thing, staying silent, but if I doubt it enough to question it, I get the sinking feeling I fucked this up.

      Move. Get up. Go to her. Tell her.

      But I don't. I sit in bed, staring at the open bedroom door because I can't decide. By the time I finally put my feet on the floor and stand up, she's long gone.

      Perhaps it's for the best.
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      I want to turn around and go back as soon as I leave the bedroom. I want to tell Dhog that the thought of leaving feels like someone is crushing my heart. But instead, I just keep putting one foot in front of the other until I'm back at the central part of the base.

      I don't know what Dhog was so concerned about with me sleeping with him. At his place. Sleeping with him after sleeping with him. No one makes any note of my absence. They all have their own lives to be concerned about. Which makes it almost harder walking through the base while it feels like my world is collapsing. No one seems to notice or care, and the world just keeps spinning.

      It feels eerily familiar to the way things were after my mother died. Something huge happened to me. Something that will affect how I live my life, and the world refuses to acknowledge it. Of course, I won't say a word. If I work really hard, I can ignore that everything has changed. I can just go with the flow like everyone else.

      I just try to keep myself busy. But that's actually very difficult. Despite the very rocky start to things, now the orcs and humans have worked out a deal, and it's just little details to be finalized. Dates and numbers. Fiddly little things that are almost inconsequential.

      Humans and orcs will work together against the dark elves. We are going into war as allies. Occasionally uneasy allies, but allies, nonetheless. Even Cagan and Decker have apparently set their shit aside and are planning joint efforts.

      And even my worries about how the orcs will use guns have been figured out. Besides just other supplies like food and clothing, the orcs will also provide materials needed to retool weapons for them to use. They even offered to have workers sent to the plants for labor. However, that idea was rejected out of security concerns.

      Those with the knowledge and facilities to manufacture weapons don't want the orcs squeezing them out of the deal. But there are already discussions about the orcs making their own facilities in conjunction with the humans. Plans for a future that might mean a lasting peace. Odd that it relies upon collaborating on producing weapons of war, but it's a start.

      In the meantime, trust is still a bit of an issue, so I doubt many humans living in orc colonies will be getting manufacturing jobs any time soon. And there will soon be more humans living with orcs. As part of the agreement, most bases will be open to humans.

      But with the materials they promised, it will take a lot less time to make the changes than I had originally thought. Newer, larger guns will be made, and the first ones will probably be off the assembly line in less than a month. Until then, the quick and dirty fix is chopping off the trigger guards and being really careful about firearms safety when we can't weld something larger on.

      Firearms training has already begun. And orcs are volunteering for the protection details of humans. Tactical information is being exchanged. Comparing battlefield intel has given this new alliance a much better picture of the dark elf numbers, which almost instantly proves to the doubters just how much this alliance is needed. There are a lot more of those bastards than any of us thought.

      It's all great that it's been figured out, but it means I have trouble distracting myself from the gnawing feeling of heartache. I don't see Dhog. Even though I want to, I don't seek him out. Nor does he approach me. I don't even see him in common areas or on the streets. I don't run into him in the council chambers.

      I can't tell if it's a deliberate choice of his, an unconscious choice of mine, or just the way things work out. But it still weighs heavy on my mind, with every minute of the day reminding me of the might have been that I lost.

      But I feel stupid doing it the whole time. Why did I expect anything more? We set out with the understanding he wanted to settle down with an orc woman. It was just a fun diversion for a little while. At the start, I was okay with that. Now? Why did I expect anything more, especially if I never said anything?

      While in the moments, it seems as though I'm stuck in a mire where time moves slowly, forcing me to feel every ounce of grief. After, it's like two days turned into two minutes, and Jones and I are getting ready to leave.

      Maybe time just felt so funny because of the way each agonizing moment bled into the next until it was all indistinguishable in hindsight. But it doesn't matter. We are ready to leave. I say my goodbyes to the chiefs and representatives who sat across from me during negotiations. Aqidah and Sorenson, as well as all the others, make promises to keep to the agreements and to share intelligence.

      Some of these people I now consider friends, so there's sorrow in parting, but it feels closer to a dull ache as opposed to the more acute agony over Dhog. As if summoned by my thoughts, there he is. He approaches the circle of gathered orcs and humans but comes no closer than the edge of the group.

      I look at him, and I see him looking right back at me. He's back to his regular stone-faced self, wild hair blowing in the breeze. But he makes no move to come closer. He doesn't say a word. He doesn't even nod in acknowledgment. He just stands there and watches as I leave.

      He has to see it in my eyes, doesn't he? He has to see what this is doing to me. Maybe he just mistakes it for being sad to leave behind the new friends I've made. Or maybe he doesn't care. Maybe this was always the same thing for him. We were just two bodies that felt good smashed together for brief, sweaty moments.

      I hate the way I can feel my body heat up at the thought. My libido got me into this mess, and now it's making it more difficult to extract myself from. But I ignore it as I say my final farewells before turning to the front gate.

      I knew I was sad about it, but it's only as we start down the road that I can name this feeling. My heart is broken. I hadn't cared about anyone enough to let them break my heart. That part of me closed off the day my mother died, well before I'd ever had anything like romantic or intimate feelings about another person.

      Well, before I ever loved anyone. And I love Dhog. Loved him. It has to be the past because now, I have to accept that we can never be.

      It doesn't make me want to try this again. Why get this attached only to feel this much pain. I used to worry about being devastated by people I got close to dying. Dhog still lives, and yet, somehow, this feels worse than if I'd lost him in battle.

      At least then, I could cling to the idea that he went down fighting. But no. There was no fight. There was no passion. Just a simple disappointment that we wouldn't be fucking anymore.

      I turn back and look at the base one last time, leaving behind the possibilities I had to find some form of happiness there. Then I look forward, turning away from the city walls as I start rebuilding the walls around my heart.
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      Wendy has been gone for days when I find an earring in the couch. I sat down and felt it poke me in the thigh. It must have fallen out during some vigorous activity. She said it was missing but that it didn't matter. It wasn't one of her favorites. It's not elaborate. Just a little metal ball on a post. No big deal.

      But as I stare at the small piece of plain jewelry, I can't help but wrestle with the weight of all that I left unsaid. It feels so heavy that I set it down on the side table and go back to drinking. I've been doing that a lot lately. I don't think I've had a sober hour since the day she walked out of my bedroom.

      I'd wanted to say something before she left, but I didn't want her last memory of me to include me reeking of alcohol and slurring my words. So, I just stood there like an idiot and watched her go.

      I could just throw the earring away. It's nothing. But instead, I stare at it until I can't sit still anymore. Then I get up and just walk out the front door. I head to the mess hall. Maybe some food will sober me up. Not drinking might do a better job at that, but since I can't seem to stop, something other than mead in my stomach might help me think clearer.

      While sitting in the corner eating, I overhear some other orcs talking.

      "Yeah, I just read the intelligence report. The human soldiers arrived with the weapons," says a tall orc with a shaved head. I think his name is Zorfu. He's from a distant clan. "We still haven't figured out how to use them. Hell, we probably don't have the time to figure it out before they manufacture something we can actually hold on to."

      His companion, a shorter orc woman with long braids named Bula, snorts. "It was a whole lot of talk to get access to something we can't even use yet. I'm just glad someone listened to that one human woman with the gold hair about some teams working together. Otherwise, we'd be screwed."

      "Damn. What was her name?" Zorfu asks.

      "Wa—Wa—Wanda, I think," answers Bula. "No, that's not it. Wilma? It's one of those human names that start with W."

      I can't help but turn and say, "Wendy."

      "That's it. Thanks," Zorfu says. "It was going to drive me nuts."

      "Did the intel say anything about her being on the front lines?" I ask, trying my best to seem disinterested.

      Zorfu eyes me suspiciously for a moment.

      "If you were in the inner circle, you'd have access to the report yourself," he says.

      Bula elbows him. "He was there during negotiations, you nitwit. You don't remember him stopping Cagan from killing that human?"

      "Oh. Right. Well, thank you for that. I don't think we'd be here if Cagan had turned the human into a paste."

      "You can thank me by answering the question," I say, irritation creeping into my voice.

      "No. She wasn't listed in the report at all."

      "Thanks. Just curious if she's seeing firsthand how the collaboration works out."

      I go back to poking at my food and wondering where Wendy is now.

      I clean up after myself and leave. I've got to start packing up and getting back to my clan. A group of us are heading out bright and early tomorrow morning. I pack up all my stuff and drink myself to sleep.

      When I awake, I can feel myself slipping from drunk into hungover and decide I don't want to get there yet. So, I open another bottle, drinking until the feeling fades. I'm glad I packed last night, so I can just go.

      I pick up my bags and head to the front door. I see the earring sitting on the end table. I don't know why, but I pick it up and put it in my bag.

      As I walk down the street, I see Aqidah stepping out of his housing.

      "Dhog, I just wanted to say—" he stops as he looks me over and then eyes the bottle in my hand. "Everything okay? It seems a little early for drinking."

      I raise the bottle. "Oh. This is just taking the edge off a hangover from last night. I... um... had a friend over. He was... um... in rough shape about some human woman. I... yeah... I didn't know what to tell him, so we just drank together."

      He gives me another glance and then nods.

      "Hey! You're married to a human!" I say, perhaps louder than I intended. "Maybe you might have some advice I can pass along."

      "Okay. What's his situation?"

      "Oh, he... you see he... um... met this woman. It was supposed to just be simple, with no strings. You know, just sex. But he started getting feelings and for... reasons... he didn't tell her."

      "Reasons?"

      "He... um... he thinks he has to be with an orc woman. You know. Preserve the race and all."

      "Excuse me?" Aqidah clears his throat. "Does he think I'm betraying the orcs somehow by taking a human as a mate?"

      "Oh. No. No. No. No. He has a lot of respect for you... I mean... I'm sure he does."

      "Uh-huh," Aqidah says. "Go on."

      I take a drink and point the bottle to him, but he holds his hand up and shakes his head.

      "Well, you see... because of this and not telling her, she left, and he doesn't know if he can find her again and tell her he fucked up and that he... loves... her."

      I hadn't said it out loud before. I hadn't really even thought about it. But I'm struck suddenly that I do love Wendy. I love Wendy, and I let her go.

      "He was kind of an idiot about it, wasn't he," I add.

      Aqidah laughs.

      "I wouldn't go that far. I'm guessing if your friend sought out advice after making this mistake, he's not an idiot. You have to be smart enough to know when you don't know something and know who to ask."

      Aqidah clears his throat and then continues, "But I think your friend needs to understand that we live in dangerous times. Life is precious and far too short to get caught up in things. Being an orc is more than just blood. My daughter is an orc. She's also human. One doesn't negate the other."

      I go to raise the bottle to my lips again, and he sets his hand on my wrist, stopping me before gently pulling the alcohol from my hand.

      "Love is a precious thing, too. If you find it, you need to hold on to it, and don't let go. When you see your friend next, tell him this. He should do all he can to find her and tell her. Because like I said, life is short. Either of them could die at any moment. She might be feeling the same way, but thinks he doesn't, especially if he told her he's only really interested in orc women. He needs to tell her because what if he dies and she never finds out. Or worse for him, what if she dies and he has to spend the rest of his life regretting that he had a chance and let it slip by."

      Aqidah tosses the bottle into a nearby trash can.

      "That's why I tell my wife that I love her every day. That's why I make sure that I show her it's true with every action that I take. And why I cherish every moment I have with her. Do you think you can tell him that and make sure he follows through with it?"

      "Uh, yeah," I say.

      "Promise me. Promise she'll know before it's too late."

      "I swear it."

      "Good."

      "You know, I just realized I have to do something before we leave," I say.

      "I'm sure you do. Don't worry. I won't let the caravan leave without you."

      "Thanks, Aqidah."

      "Any time."

      Suddenly feeling very sober, I take off running.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          

      

    

    







            Wendy

          

        

      

    

    
      "You can't," my father says. "I won't let you."

      "And why not?" I ask, breathing hard. One hand on the door and the other holding my bag. "Janel's been in the fight for years. My friend's been out there already fighting for our people. I'm going to join her."

      I'd gotten little from my childhood friend Janel other than that she was on her way to the front lines. She said they needed help.

      "I don't want you to die in the mud on some distant battlefield."

      "But it's okay if other people's kids do?"

      "That's not fair," he says.

      "Since when has life been fair, Dad? It's never been fair. Ever. I've grown up around these guns. I know how to use them. I should be helping."

      "You're all I have left."

      "Again, it's the same for other people. Stop being such a coward. I'm going. It's my life."

      I walk out the door, feeling the tears coming, but I swallow them down. I'll have no more tears.

      I go to where Janel indicated in her letter. There are already some people there. Some of them I know, like Mark, Jasper, Kate. We'd grown up together. A few, Phillip, Dimitri, and Ava are unfamiliar to me, but everyone is connected by some web of acquaintance. That's probably why we all end up sticking together.

      I throw myself into it, helping form us into a little team to take out dark elves. With my firearms training, Janel's combat experience, and Ava's contacts, as well as a little bit from everyone else, it doesn't take long before we've managed to figure out how to make this team work.

      We team up with some orcs to carry out what I'd suggested back at the council chambers. Working together, we manage to kill several dark elves. They never saw it coming. Not at first.

      But it's not all easy. There's a difference between shooting at paper targets and shooting at actual people, even if those people look as strange as the dark elves and they're trying to kill you.

      Much harder, though, is watching allies die. While the humans among us manage to survive, our orc protectors aren't always as lucky. After watching Xurek, one of the orc men who joined us, get torn apart by spell fire, I know I'll have nightmares.

      But none of it seems to come close to the hollow feeling I get when I think of Dhog. I can throw myself into battle, and it's amazing how fighting to stay alive can distract you from heartache. While the elves were surprised by the alliance at first, as well as the ambush tactics we used, they start to adapt, making the battle so much harder.

      But even with everything trying to kill me, it's the downtime that hurts the most. Jasper and Kate are definitely fucking. They try to hide it, but when you're sleeping in tents or have to take watch, it's difficult not to notice two of my friends have decided sex is the best way to deal with combat fatigue.

      Eventually, though, I'm too busy thinking about the next strike to think about Dhog.

      Then we get a mission from Sorenson. I guess we've been doing well enough to get noticed. We meet with him at his secret base camp near the border of the territory controlled by the dark elves.

      "Thank you all for agreeing to help," he says as we enter his tent.

      I'm shocked to see Cagan standing beside him, and the room doesn't seem like it's ready to explode. I decide to keep my mouth shut about it, though.

      "We're just happy to lend a hand," Janel says.

      "We need it. Our forces are stretched a little thin at the moment," Sorenson says. "There's a river in a valley where one of the supply lines has been ambushed repeatedly. We think we know where the dees are attacking from, but I can't commit troops to take them out on just a hunch."

      He looks up from the map and adds, "This is strictly a scouting mission. Do not engage. Just confirm the location and get a count of troop numbers if you can. Understood?"

      "Yes, sir," Janel says.

      Once we had a mission, we set out to plan our recon.

      While I never trained to be a sniper, I'm the closest thing our little rag-tag band has. So, I hang back from the group and find a position on a ridge opposite the one where the dark elves have been coming from. Murag, a short orc man who is barely monosyllabic, stays behind to be my spotter and watch my back.

      I watch as the rest of the team moves through the forest across the valley, but it doesn't look like they're finding anything.

      "Wendy, Murag, are you two seeing anything from your angle?" Janel asks over the radio.

      I look over my shoulder at Murag, who pulls the binoculars away from his eyes and just shakes his head no.

      "Nothing we can spot from here," I reply.

      "Where the fuck are these assholes?" Janel asks.

      "Right here." The voice behind me sounds almost lyrical, even as it carries the cold threat of death. I turn around in time to see a tall, dark elf woman open up Murag's throat with a wicked-looking knife.

      "Deltas on this ridge. Ambush!" I scream over the radio. I try to swing my rifle around, but with a flick of her wrist, the gun is torn from my hands. Then it feels like I'm being lifted by the throat. On my tiptoes, I'm able to take the pressure off my windpipe and breathe, but I can't do much else, or I start to blackout.

      I watch helplessly as the rifle is torn apart by her magic, broken down into its component pieces before they all fall to the forest floor.

      "Nasty things, those guns of yours," she says, sneering at the bits of metal that used to be a rifle. "But now that that's out of the way, tell me, where is Sorenson?"

      "Never."

      "We can do this the h—"

      "Hard way or the easy way," I finish for her.

      "I was going to go with the horribly painful way or the less painful and much quicker way, but that sums it better. I'll be sure to use it in the future. You humans have so many phrases and sayings."

      "Go fuck yourself."

      "Like that one right there. Love hearing that. But see, you're going to tell me, or I'll just scoop the answers right out of your brain."

      I scream as it feels like an icy knife stabbing into the back of my skull. I try to think of anything else but Sorenson, something that's powerful enough to flood my mind. But there's only one thing like that. I think of Dhog. I think of everything we did together.

      "Oh, you're disgusting," she says. "Stop that."

      I try to recall in excruciating detail the first time we had sex.

      "I said, stop!" My feet leave the ground as she holds me over the cliff's edge.

      "Where is Sorenson? Tell me, and I'll make it quick."

      "Eat shit!" I manage to choke out. Spots are starting to dance in my vision, and I remember the last time Dhog and I were together.

      "Language," she smirks. With another subtle movement of her fingers, she pushes me further out over the cliff.

      All I can make is a slightly strangled sound, then suddenly blessed relief as it feels like something solid is under my feet, taking the pressure off my throat.

      "I'm sorry. What was that? Were you going to tell me the location or keep thinking about being an orc's whore?"

      "Like I said, go fuck yourself."

      I have to do it without thinking; if I think it, she'll know and might stop me. I pull the sidearm from my holster on my back and fire from the hip. And I see it. The dark red spray out the back of her skull. Perfect shot. One in a million. Something I could be very proud of if I had the time. But instead, I fall into the river, and my world goes dark.
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      After departing from the summit, I don't go back to my base. I was able to get Malik to tell me where her settlement is. Aqidah is unsurprised when I tell him I'll be breaking off from the caravan early to head in a different direction.

      "I hope everything works out for your friend and that human woman you were telling me about," he says before we part.

      I can't help but smile. When I reach the settlement, I can feel the tension in the air. While those at the summit saw the process of peace, these people were just told orcs and humans were allies now. My presence is tolerated, but it's far from a welcoming atmosphere.

      I stop by a building that I think might be some kind of town hall or something. There's a young woman sitting at a desk. When she notices me, she startles and practically shrieks, "What do you want?"

      "I'm looking for Wendy Banning. I... um... she was at the summit and left some things behind, and I wanted to make sure she got them."

      The young woman eyes me suspiciously for a moment, but I must pass some test she just gave me in her head because she relaxes and says, "I'm sorry, but she already left. You could maybe leave it with her father, or—"

      "Where did she go?"

      "Oh. She decided to join the war effort."

      My blood runs cold at the thought of Wendy on the battlefield. I turn and run out the door, getting back onto the road out of town. I have to find Wendy. Aqidah's nightmare scenario for "my friend" rises to the top of my mind. It feels like my head might explode when I think about what could happen to Wendy.

      If she's on the front lines in battle against the dark elves, she could die thinking all she ever meant to me was just easy access to sex. It's not easy to track her down. In the old days, before the Great Rift, before orc magic started to fail, there were half a dozen ways I could have found her.

      But now, all I can do is talk to people I meet, chasing down leads, some that end up being dead ends. As I travel, I start to hear rumors about a team of humans and orcs who've been working together, the orcs protecting the humans as the humans shoot dark elves. Exactly like Wendy had described.

      Following the stories of where the group of dark elf hunters went, I manage to find myself not far from the border of the territory controlled by dark elves. If you were looking to kill a whole lot of these bastards, that would be a good place to start. An orc soldier running with a band of humans tells me the last he heard, the group of "Delta Hunters" had last been seen talking with some of Leonard Sorenson's people.

      There is a small bit of relief there. It hadn't been long since they'd passed through, and Sorenson wouldn't do anything to get Wendy killed, right?

      It's not long after I let it be known I was looking for them that one of Sorenson's people shows up at the encampment I'm staying at.

      "We hear you were at the summit and are looking to speak to Sorenson. You understand that he's a busy man and has a huge target on his back at the moment, right?" a short man with black hair says.

      "I don't even need to see the man himself. He just happens to be the last person I know who saw the person I'm actually looking for."

      "And who's that?"

      "Wendy Banning."

      "Wendy is quite the woman, isn't she? I hear she's got the most confirmed kills out there. Really racking them up with her team."

      I feel the strangest mix of pride and sorrow at that statement. She really is amazing, but I can't imagine it was easy for her. It's the same feeling I get every time I hear tales of her exploits.

      "Yes, she is. But I need to speak with her. Is that something that can be arranged?"

      "Wait here," he says before turning to leave.

      And so, I wait. It feels like I'm close. She was here only a short while ago.

      While waiting in the encampment, I come across some of the orcs from my base. I know Smogulg, the commander of the platoon, from way back.

      "We just wrapped up a mission and are heading back to base in the morning," he says. "You're welcome to come with us. It's dangerous to travel alone."

      "If I'm back by then, sure. But don't wait for me."

      When the human returns, he leads me into the mountains. They look deserted, but I can feel eyes on me. We finally break through a thicket of overgrown underbrush into a small encampment full of orcs and humans, and I finally get a meeting with Sorenson and Cagan.

      But it's not good news.

      "What do you mean she's missing?" I ask, trying not to shout at the old man and failing.

      "She was sent on a recon mission with her team. It should have taken five or six hours, but we haven't heard from them in over a day," he says.

      "And you haven't gone looking for them?"

      "We're stretched thin as it is. We don't have the manpower to launch a rescue mission."

      "Then give me the location you sent them to, and I'll go look for them myself."

      "I'm afraid I can't do that," says Sorenson. "I'm not going to send you to your death."

      "Well, I will." Cagan points to the map on the table.

      Sorenson looks pissed but says nothing. I'm lucky that the location is near the encampment I just left. The only question is if I can get there before Smogulg moves on.

      Without a word, I turn and leave at a run. If I move fast, I might make it. If I can't get there in time or can't get help from my clansmen, I'll do this by myself. Luckily, I don't have to. I reach the platoon just as they're preparing to leave.

      Though, Smogulg has some questions about what we're doing.

      "Why is this girl so important?"

      "Her father owns one of the best facilities for manufacturing guns. I'm sure finding his daughter and bringing her home alive would win us the first pick of the new guns being made."

      "So, this has nothing to do with you two fucking?"

      I open my mouth to try to explain or ask how he knew, but we don't have the time.

      "That, too," I admit.

      "Good enough."

      When we reach the ridge marked on Sorenson's map, there are signs of battle. Humans, orcs, and dark elves lay dead everywhere. I turn over one of the human bodies, a woman. Her frame looks very much like Wendy's. I'm sickened by my relief that it isn't her face. I'm about to let the body drop to the ground when suddenly she stirs slightly.

      She's alive!

      After giving her some water, she's finally able to speak.

      "Where's Wendy?" I ask.

      "She was positioned on the opposite ridge. The cliff face, up there. She... I don't think she made it."

      I leave the girl, Kate, with my people. A few of us go to check the cliff. It takes far too long to find a crossable point in the river, but when we reach the clifftop, I see a dead orc, a dead dark elf, but no human body.

      "She must have gone over the cliff," Smogulg says, his eyes downcast. "I'm sorry."

      "But that doesn't mean she's dead."

      He looks back up at me, his brow furrowed.

      "She's only a human. An orc might have been able to survive the fall. Maybe."

      "Dead or alive, we are going to find her."

      For a second, I think he's going to argue, but then he nods.

      "Let's go!" I order.
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      I’m not even sure that I regained consciousness when I found the driftwood. I think my body just instinctively grabbed onto something that would keep me afloat, so when I blink my eyes open and see my arms wrapped around a thick piece of water-logged wood, I can only sigh in relief.

      I honestly thought I was going to die, yet I managed to scramble onto something to help me stay above the water until my body was ready to fight again.

      Shifting on top of the wood, though, it starts to crumble. It’s too wet and weighed down by my body. It wasn’t made to act as a buoy, and my time is starting to run out again.

      I cast a look around, and I realize that I’ve been pushed closer to the shore by the current. There is a group of rocks just out of my reach coming up, and I let go of the wood, dunking myself under water briefly.

      It’s easier to move underwater, so I claw through the current the last few feet until my nails scrape against rock. I pull myself up, heaving my body out of the river and taking a short break to catch my breath.

      I know better than to sit here too long. I don’t know how far I am from the base or what direction I’d even need to head in to get back.  All I know is I need to get out of this river and find somewhere safe to plan out my next actions.

      Carefully, I crawl up the bank, and it’s then that I realize how hurt I am. My leg has a huge gash down the side, my ribs feel bruised, and there’s still the matter of the aching in my skull, which feels like I must have hit for real. Blood trickles down my ripped pants with every step I take, and I don’t dare touch the back of my head for fear of what I’ll find there.

      Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I can see the red dots shining along the grass, and I suppress a shudder as I think about how many wild animals are around me. I wouldn’t be able to put up a fight or even run fast enough to get away from them if any of them caught my scent.

      I have to find a place to hide immediately. It’s my only option while I try to staunch the bleeding and get my bearings.

      Limping through the forest, I search for a cave or any type of shelter where a predator would not just come across me in the open. My heart leaps with relief when I spot a massive tree up ahead with what looks to be a hollow opening in its trunk.

      I rush forward as fast as I can, but my leg is slowing me down. I stumble every few feet over the thick underbrush, another indication I’m far from civilization. It feels like it takes hours for me to cross the distance to the tree that I normally would have been able to jog in mere minutes.

      It might be my lack of energy and blood loss that is making me feel like time is so sluggish, though. I glance back again, and the streaks of fresh blood make my anxiety flare up. I didn’t even realize the thorns and barbs of the overgrown plants had been tearing at my skin.

      I look down to see new cuts alongside my other injuries, and I sigh. I don’t even have it in me to notice the throbbing pain or worry about an infection. If I don’t stop the bleeding, an animal will find me before any type of bacteria can.

      Thankfully, the hollow inside of the tree is even larger now that I’m peering into it. It looks big enough to easily fit two people so I’ll be able to hide against the back wall and not be so easily exposed.

      With a bit of good news, I feel my energy kick up a little. I build a small fire just outside the tree, far enough away that I won’t have to worry about setting myself alight but also close enough to ward off any bugs and, hopefully, predators.

      I use as little of my water as possible to douse strips of my clothing and hold them over the fire, letting the water and heat cleanse and sterilize them. Well, as much as possible out here.

      Climbing inside the tree, I tuck myself against the back wall and start working on patching myself. I tie the strips around my legs to slow the bleeding down and to protect it.

      There’s nothing I can do for my bruised abdomen. I just have to pray that there is no internal bleeding and that the soreness will fade. It’s better than having something broken.

      Finally, I take my last strip and tie it around my head like a sweatband, positioning it to fit snugly over the wound on the back of my head. Just brushing over it makes it throb, and nausea rolls through me as I tighten the cloth over it. I can’t have it open and exposed.

      Satisfied with my work, I curl up and try to rest. I keep an ear out just in case, but I have no idea if anyone is looking for me or if I'm just going to be considered a casualty of war. I desperately hope it’s the former, but if not, I’ll find a way back by myself. I grit my teeth in determination, even as hunger pains echo through my stomach and my whole-body trembles from sheer exhaustion and pain.

      I drift in and out of consciousness, but as the sun dips lower in the sky, my body starts to shake. I know it’s not just the temperatures outside as darkness plunges over the forest and my fire slowly dies out. My wounds are getting worse. They definitely need some real treatment.

      I have to stifle a pained moan as another shiver wracks my body, and I’m glad I do as I hear a branch snap near my tree. The leaves rustle, and fear courses through my body with how soft the movements are. I don’t think it’s someone here to help me.

      My fears are confirmed as a pair of glowing eyes appear a few feet in front of me, and I can just make out the shape of a feline face. It’s a tiger, I bitterly admit. It must have smelled my blood, and with the fire dying out, there’s nothing to help protect me.

      Our eyes stay locked, and I slide my hand across the floor of the tree, searching for a small rock as another shiver shakes me. It snarls at me, and my gut twists. Is this it? Am I going to die?

      Unexpectedly, a harsh pang hits me in the chest, and my biggest regret flashes in my mind. It’s been so long since I’ve seen Dhog, and I greatly miss him. I’m going to die having never told him how I feel, and that is a bitter pill to swallow.

      I’m about to have to, though as the tiger prowls closer, baring its teeth at me. My hand closes around a rock, and I lift it as the tiger lunges forward.

      I shriek as I throw the rock at it, but I miss as it jolts midair. I stare in disbelief as it collapses, the light going out from its eyes, and it takes me a few beats to realize it’s dead.

      Tears drip onto my arms still wrapped around my legs, and I try to hold in my sobs. I’m still terrified, alone, and missing the orc I fell in love with. More than that, I’m petrified to see what killed a tiger.

      Suddenly, a head pops inside the tree, a massive frame taking up the hole, and I let out my sobs finally as relief rushes through me. I’m safe.

      “Wendy,” Dhog whispers as he crawls into the space, gathering me in his arms.

      “Dhog,” I cry out as I throw my arms over him, and without letting my emotions get in my way, I lean up to him. Staring deep into my eyes, he cups my jaw, and our lips meet in a soft, intense kiss.
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      I carry Wendy all the way back to the camp base in my arms, not daring to let her go. Her companions' eyes light up as they see me approach, but as their gaze darts behind me, I know they are looking for more. I offer a curt shake of my head, and immediately, their faces fall.

      I understand how they feel. It’s hard to shoulder the weight of lost ones in battle. Still, we must carry on, and based on the way the cloths she tied around her leg and head are seeping through, I know that Wendy needs to be our main concern right now.

      Thankfully, I’m not the only one that sees that.

      “This way!” The man from earlier shouts at me.

      I follow him as he takes off through the camp. He’s shouting orders at others, and they are scrambling to accommodate. Everyone’s eyes are on me as I jog after him, Wendy’s limp body pressed to my chest.

      “In this tent,” he says as he rounds to where sleeping rolls and small stations have been set up.

      I nod, ducking into the cramped space, and I am surprised to see someone already waiting there for her. Behind me, the man says, “This is Dr. Graves. He’s going to tend to Wendy’s wounds.”

      The man doesn’t even look in my direction as I lay her out on the bed that’s been set up for her, not that I mind. He immediately sets to examining her, assessing what she needs and cleaning her wounds.

      I hold her hands as she squirms under him, clearly in pain as he treats her. I brush the hair back from her face, trying to soothe her as she thrashes, and a wave of guilt rushes through me as I help pin her down so Dr. Graves can work.

      He sits back on his heels when he’s done, running his eyes over her one more time. Then, he finally looks at me, his eyes deathly serious and making my heart skip a beat.

      “Her wounds look worse than they actually are,” he finally tells me.

      Relief bursts through me, and I heave out a sigh of relief. “She’s going to be alright?”

      Dr. Graves nods. “She’s going to need a lot of rest and time to heal, but she will be fine.”

      I drop to my knees, knowing I have never heard such beautiful words. He looks me over once before turning to leave, and my eyes go back to Wendy. She’s still sleeping fitfully, and I pull her into my lap.

      The tent flaps open, and Sorenson walks in holding a tray of food. He looks over the way that I’m holding Wendy, and although his eyebrows raise, he doesn’t say anything.

      “I brought this for her. I’d imagine she’s starving.” He sets the tray down and next to it, a water skin. “I trust she’s good in your hands and I’ll check in later.”

      I reach for the water as he goes back outside, propping her up in my arms and bringing the water to her lips. I pour the water into her mouth. At first, Wendy coughs and sputters, but slowly, she drinks. With her partially awake, I feed her until she pulls away from me.

      The only thing left to do is rest. I lay down beside her, pulling her up against me, and I savor the way she leans into me. She curls up against my chest, and I tuck her under my chin.

      “I’ve got you now,” I whisper to her, and I hold her through the night.

      I never fully fall asleep. Every time Wendy moves, I adjust to check on her. I can't relax when I know I need to take care of her, so when she first wakes up in the morning, I know it immediately.

      “Mmm,” she groans as she twists in my arms, and I’m immediately up over her, one hand cupping her face as my eyes roam her face.

      “Hey,” I whisper, a soft smile slipping across my lips.

      Wendy blinks up at me slowly, and then an earth-shattering grin spreads across her face. Her features are still sleepy as she whispers back, “Hey.”

      “How do you feel?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Gross. I need a bath.”

      Immediately, I scoop her up in my arms, earning a yelp. It doesn’t stop me as I take her out of the tent. She squirms against me, and I chuckle as I go towards their bathing area.

      Setting her on her feet, I tell her, “Take your clothes off.”

      She raises her eyebrows at me, and then, with a sneaky grin so similar to when we first met, she pulls off her shirt. Her pants go next, and she’s standing before me bare.

      I kick my clothes off as well, and as her eyes rake down my body, I sweep her up against my chest and jog into the water. She squeals as I dunk us below the surface, and my heart soars at seeing how playful she is being.

      I let her go, gathering supplies from a nearby storage area on the bank. When I return, I come up behind her, pouring shampoo on her hair.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Let me take care of you,” I mumble.

      Wendy sighs as I massage her scalp, and once I’ve thoroughly cleaned and combed out her hair, I move on to her body. I’m gentle as I see the bruising along her skin, and I want nothing more than for her to be comfortable and cared for.

      As I work along her frame, my body starts to react to what my hands are doing, but I ignore it. I don’t care about that right now when she is my main concern.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” she says, breaking the silence and cutting through my thoughts.

      I work my hands down her back, and she leans into me. “I shouldn’t have let you go in the first place,” I confess.

      Wendy stills against my hands, and I flinch, scared I said the wrong thing. Then, she slowly turns around to look at me. Her eyes are wide as she takes me in, and finally, she breathes, “What?”

      I shake my head. “I missed you. I was stupid when you left before, and I should have told you the truth.”

      She closes the distance between us, her hands on my chest as she tilts her head back and stares up at me. “Which is?”

      Leaning down, I brush my nose against hers. “I could never let you go,” I admit, and my lips press against hers.

      I try to keep my lips soft, but she winds her arms around my neck, pulling me tight against her. I know I can’t go any farther, though, so I lift her up in my arms, pulling away gently as I take her to get fresh clothes.

      Once she’s dressed, I carry her back to her tent. She doesn’t protest like I expected her to, and I worry that her leg is bothering her more than she’ll say. I have to have the doctor come back soon, I tell myself.

      In her tent, I set her down on the bed, and before I can overthink my decision, I drop down to one knee before her. I take her hand, staring deep into her eyes now that we are on the same level.

      She laughs a little, but when she sees how serious I am, she stops, raising her eyebrows at me. I take a shaky breath before starting.

      “Wendy, I know that our relationship was nontraditional, and I said some things I didn’t mean. I can’t be without you. I missed you so much while you were gone, and I never want to feel that again. So, will you stay by my side as my mate?”
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      I hold onto Dhog loosely as he carries me through the base encampment. I don’t have it in me to protest the way he is caring for me. My mind is too busy spinning with everything he just said to me.

      His words keep echoing through my head. I missed you. I could never let you go. They are words I want to hear, and yet, I can’t reconcile them. What am I supposed to make of that?

      I’m grateful that he came to find me, especially now that I have confronted my feelings, but we still haven’t discussed where we stand. I haven’t even asked why he came back for me. Maybe I’m afraid to hear that it was just his turn and a lucky circumstance.

      Either way, him confessing he cares that much about me has my heart doing flips. I know from the way he washed my skin and hair that he is concerned about me, and he even confessed that he missed me. I’m just not sure how to take it.

      Could he have just missed my body? Am I getting my hopes up? I want to hear the words from him. I need to know in clear terms how he feels about me before I am completely screwed—though I think I may already be.

      Maybe I'm asking for too much, but I’m on edge as I wait to talk to him. I need to hear everything from him before I can calm my racing heart, and I’m finally at the point where I’d rather hear the truth than avoid the possibility of bad news.

      Dhog ducks inside my tent as we approach it, and he sets me down on my bed. I’m half expecting to pick up where we left off in the water, but then he drops to one knee before me.

      My jaw drops open before any words come out, but once he starts talking, I swear I must be hallucinating. He takes my hands and gives them a soft squeeze as he sucks in a breath. I’m still holding mine when he finally speaks.

      “Wendy, I know that our relationship was nontraditional, and I said some things I didn’t mean. I can’t be without you. I missed you so much while you were gone, and I never want to feel that again. So, will you stay by my side as my mate?”

      I stare at him in shock, not able to believe what he just said. Where is this coming from? This is a much larger leap than what I was looking for.

      I finally recover my voice to stutter out, “Are you serious?”

      His smile droops a little. “Of course, I am.”

      “What about your plans to marry an orc woman?”

      I’m not trying to push him away, but I don’t want to get my hopes up. I need to know we are on the same page, and one of the main reasons I buried my feelings was because I was sure he could never care for me like that.

      “I was wrong,” he says simply.

      “What about our relationship? I thought we both liked just being physical with each other? When did that change?”

      “The second you kissed me.” His voice is a deep rumble, and he levels his gaze with me. “Tell me, were you happy with our arrangement? Did you not find yourself longing for more?”

      I blink as I stare at him, surprised how bare I feel before him. It’s like he can see straight into my soul, asking the questions I’m afraid to ask myself.

      My silence is answer enough for both of us. I can’t lie nor can I be honest. I don’t know what to do, but he seems to understand that as he searches my eyes. A light smile touches his lips, and my heart starts to thunder.

      As Dhog leans forward to cup my face and stare deep into my eyes, though, I’m convinced that I was wrong. I can see all the emotions in his eyes before he answers. I know he cares for me.

      “Wendy, I love you. I was stupid for ever saying those things to you, and I was foolish to deny how I felt about you from the start. I want to be with you forever, and I am a bastard for not telling you that sooner.”

      A shuddering breath rushes through me. I should be thrilled, but I’m still so hesitant. I need to know for sure that this isn’t a trick. “How did you find me?”

      His smile starts to waver again. “I came looking for you in your settlement, but they told me you had come to battle. Once I arrived, I was told your team had not arrived on time, and I couldn’t stomach the idea of you in need or hurt or worse. I had to find you, and I couldn’t stop until I did.”

      Dhog leans his forehead against mine, and that jolt of electricity that I felt the first time we touched runs through me. “I couldn’t live in a world where anything happened to you. I will never let you go again. I will always be by your side, helping you through everything.” His eyes bore into mine. “That is, if you will have me.”

      Tears start to gather in my eyes, and my chest is tight. I want to push it all away, but I’m starting to feel so overwhelmed. I can’t believe what he is saying to me, especially after my encounter just a day before.

      That experience also reminds me that if I spend my life being afraid, I’ll lose out on the things I care about most. If I can’t let my guard down and let him in, then I’ll lose him. I know that I don’t want that, so I lift a hand to his cheek, pressing it against his skin firmly.

      “I love you, too,” I whisper, and his eyes sparkle at my admission. Tears start to flow down my cheeks silently, caught by his hands as he fiercely wipes them away. “I should have told you before, but I’m telling you now. I love you.”

      Dhog gently extracts himself to me, and my sobs stutter in surprise. He sinks back on one knee, and I realize what he’s doing, only making me cry harder.

      “Wendy, I want to ask you again. Will you be my mate?”

      This time, I nod, throwing my arms around him. He catches me around the waist as I launch myself at him, crying out, “Yes! Yes, I will!”

      His hands brush down my back, and he pulls me back to look up at me. I grin, sniffling and scrubbing at my face before leaning down to kiss him.

      Our lips never meet, though, as someone barges into my tent unexpectedly. My head swivels to the left, and I swear time slows down for me to see every second of my father’s reaction.

      “Wendy--” He starts as he ducks in, but then he freezes just inside the flaps. His lips are still parted mid sentence, and his gaze slowly slides from me to Dhog.

      I watch with icy fear as his eyebrows pinch together, then raise, then furrow. He looks from the orc to me, and the anger there is apparent as he takes me in.

      Time snaps back in an instant, and my father is charging forward, roaring as he grips my arm and pulls me away. He yanks me back from Dhog, who launches to his feet as my father’s hand lands on me.

      “Who are--” Dhog starts to snarl, but I shake my head at him.

      “It’s okay.”

      This only seems to enrage my dad more as he jerks me around to face him. “What’s going on here?”
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      Ice feels my veins as my father and I stare at each other. I don't know how to answer his question, but I rock back, pulling away from him and he lets me. He takes me in, noticing the bandages and the way I favor one leg, and when he looks back up at me, his gaze softens.

      I’m too busy reeling from the fact that my father is even here to try and introduce him to Dhog, as ill-timed as the introduction may be. People deal with grief differently, I’ve always known that, and while losing Mom affected us both deeply, my father and I handled the loss in very different ways.

      After Mom died, Dad stopped leaving the settlement entirely. It was like a part of him shut down, and he couldn’t bear to face a world without Mom in it. I, on the other hand, couldn’t stand staying there.

      As much as I loved Dad, the idea of being trapped with Mom’s ghost lingering everywhere I looked made me sick so I got out, saw the world, and lived like I could die at any moment. I always went back home, of course, but never for very long before I was out on my next adventure.

      The fact that Dad left the settlement and all he’d known for the past twenty years, because he was worried about me, brings tears to my eyes. I wrap my arms around him and squeeze tightly.

      “I don’t know what the hell you were thinking, Wendy!” He says, his eyes brimming with tears as he searches my face. “You could have died!”

      “But I didn’t, Dad,” I respond in my most soothing voice, hoping he can’t see the extent of my injuries. My eyes trail to where Dhog is still kneeling at the side of the bed.

      “Because of Dhog,” I say as I extend my hand towards Dhog. He takes it, smiling gently at me, and comes to stand next to me. “My mate.”

      My father’s face goes slack with shock before deepening into shades of red I’d never seen before.

      “Mate my ASS!” He shouts, his chest puffing as he looks up at Dhog. “Get your hands off my daughter!” Dhog looks at me, his face trained into a perfect mask of neutrality, and drops my hand before returning his gaze to my father.

      My heart sinks. My dad has always been overprotective, and way too involved in my romantic life, but not even in my worst nightmares did I think this would be his reaction to the news that I’m getting married.

      Sure, he’s never met Dhog, and yes, he’s an orc, but my father is the one who raised me to believe that orcs and humans could work together. Besides, he’s the one who’s been obsessed with the idea of me settling down and starting a family!

      I can feel the scarlet rising in my cheeks. I’m about to give Dad a piece of my mind for screaming at Dhog over me like I’m an inanimate object, when Dhog taps my hand gently. I turn away from my father, waiting for Dhog to set him straight for me.

      Instead, Dhog weathers the various insults and accusations my father slings at him stoically.

      “If it weren’t for you, I bet she wouldn’t even have been out there! Your people are supposed to protect her! Instead, she was left for dead!

      “She deserves better–-better than that, and better than you!” My dad shouts, his chest heaving as he gasps for air. I wince, turning to Dhog, desperately hoping he doesn’t choose to wash his hands of this entire mess, of me, because of my father’s behavior.

      “You’re right.” Dhog replies, his voice quiet and even as he looks at my father. My dad blinks at his response, clearly not expecting his reaction.

      “Wendy is a remarkable woman. She’s brave, and kind, and willing to do anything for what she believes in. She shouldn’t have been out there, and she likely wouldn’t have if I’d told her the way I felt about her a long time ago.

      “Wendy didn’t deserve to be left alone out there, and it was my fault she was, because if I’d been half as courageous as she is, I would’ve been with her.” Dhog finishes, his eyes on me. The tears that had been swimming in my eyes since Dhog’s proposal and my father’s arrival finally free-fall down my face at his admission. I had almost forgotten my father was in the room.

      “Damn right,” my dad grumbles, sizing up Dhog. He’s clearly still angry, but Dhog’s speech seems to have taken the edge off—seems being the operative word.

      “Come on then.” My dad says. Dhog nods once, and goes to follow him as my dad turns back towards the door.

      “Um, excuse me?” I ask to their backs as I go to move to follow them. My father turns around, giving me a hard look.

      “This isn’t your concern, Wendy,” he says sternly. “Besides, you’re in no shape to be up anyway."

      “Not my concern?” I echo back, anger beginning to seep into my voice. Dhog is at my side immediately, leaning down so that we are at eye-level.

      “Wendy.” His voice is soft, barely above a whisper, as he cups his hand around my cheek gently. “Please, just rest. Everything’s alright.”

      I search his eyes for a moment, biting back my panic at the idea of losing him a second time. Dhog seems to understand without me having to say a word.

      “I’ll be here tomorrow, and every day after that. We won’t be without each other again,” He promises. He leans forward, briefly letting his forehead touch mine, and then he’s at the door with my father again.

      And then they’re gone.
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        * * *

      

      All day, I’ve watched my father work Dhog like an animal. And all day, I’ve watched Dhog bend to his will as if he has none of his own, which we both know to be simply untrue.

      Men drive me insane.

      I can understand my father wanting to get to know Dhog, the kind of partner he’ll be, how we work together, and other things of that nature. This, however, seems like my father is on some sort of self-inflated power trip, trying to force Dhog to prove something.

      I am not some pretty little prize to be won and handed from one man to another, I seethe quietly to myself as I watch Dhog heft a third impossibly large load of firewood onto his back to carry into the center of camp.

      I’ve tried to intervene, to talk some sense into my father, but Dhog has stopped me every time. He insists that he’s happy to do the work, and all but begs me to stay out of it.

      Yet another utterly infuriating thing about this situation: they both keep treating me as if this is something that doesn’t concern me, when they’re both acting like children fighting over their favorite doll.

      I’ve decided I’m furious with both of them for this, but stay out of it nonetheless, watching from afar as I do idle work the medics in camp approve of while I heal. Twilight falls quickly, and my father orders Dhog to go and fetch fresh water for his tent. Dhog drops what he’s doing and turns towards the center of camp with a nod, on his way immediately like a well-trained pet.

      It’s all I can do not to scream when my father turns his gaze to me, his face softening as he closes the distance between us and ruffles the hair on my head.

      “How ya doin’, kiddo?”

      “You’re joking, right?” I bite back, letting the venom creep into my voice. He smiles at me, something playing in his eyes that I can’t quite read. His smile turns sad at the edges as he looks down at me.

      “Your mom would be proud of the woman, the person, you are. You’re more and more like her every day.”

      I blink back the tears that spring to my eyes. Dad hardly ever talks about Mom anymore. He presses a kiss to the top of my head and walks back into his tent without another word, leaving me dumbfounded as I make my way back inside my lodgings.

      I hear Dhog return a moment later and enter my father’s tent. The minutes tick by, and I begin to wonder what the hell they could be doing.

      And what the fuck was that bit about Mom about, anyways? I think to myself, growing angrier by the second. He doesn’t get to use her to distract me, or justify his idiotic behavior!

      I’m on my feet as fast as my battered body can take it and storm to his tent.

      I’ve had enough of this.

      I burst through the entrance of the tent, ready to unleash on my father and Dhog both for this childish display of egos, when the scene laid out before me stops me short. Dhog and my father are seated on cushions with a bottle of orc mead between them, laughing in the soft glow of candlelight illuminating the cozy tent.

      “And did she ever tell you about the time she ruined her poor mother’s rose bushes?” My father says, wiping tears of laughter off his face.

      Dhog sees me standing in the entryway of the tent and gives me a devilish grin.

      “She mentioned it in passing, but I’m certain she left out all of the most interesting parts,” he says as they descend into laughter again. My dad follows Dhog’s gaze to me and stands to wrap me in a tight hug.

      “You’ve always either worried too much or not enough, kiddo,” he says as he releases me, my arms still hanging limply at my sides in shock. Are they drunk? I think, looking between the two of them, astonished at their sudden friendliness.

      “Dhog is a wonderful orc, Wendy. I’m thrilled to give the two of you my blessing.”

      It takes me a moment to register my father’s words, but the moment they sink in, I throw my arms around his neck.

      “Thank you,” I whisper as I squeeze him tightly.

      “On one condition, of course,” he follows. My brow furrows as I look at him.

      “I get a grandchild sooner rather than later,” he finishes with a grin. Dhog chokes on his mead as I laugh.

      Yeah, that’s my dad.
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      It takes quite some time for Julius and I to convince Wendy to go back to her tent and get some rest, but she eventually relents, although not without demands.

      We promise to be nice to one another, and Julius promises not to tell too many of her childhood stories while she’s not present to defend herself; only I see his fingers crossed behind his back.

      When Julius returns to the tent, we talk some more. It's mostly about Wendy, her childhood, and stories of her various exploits, but also about the war effort and the tentative truce between our people. Although I am enjoying Julius’ company far more than I’d expected to, I’d rather be with Wendy.

      As Julius talks, I refill his glass with a bit more mead than necessary. I doubt he’d take kindly to me excusing myself to go into his sleeping daughter’s tent, so I wait patiently as he finishes his third drink.

      “I think I may have done Wendy a disservice,” Julius says suddenly with a sigh, his eyes far away. “She’s a smart girl, although she’s probably too big for her britches sometimes.” I nod, pretending to understand this human colloquialism.

      “Laura was like that too,” he continues wistfully. “I think if she’d been around when Wendy was older, maybe Wendy wouldn’t be so wild. I grew meek in my old age, and losing Laura only made things worse for both of us. Where Wendy needed space and freedom, I provided restraint and structure.”

      I hum thoughtfully, taking another sip of my own mead.

      “In truth, Julius, I think you’re giving yourself too much credit,” I say slowly. His eyes narrow slightly, but he allows me to continue.

      “Wendy’s wild at heart. Even if everything had always been perfect and even if her mother was there, I’m sure she would’ve found something to rebel against.” I clap a hand on his shoulder, letting a small smile rise to my lips as I finish, “You gave her everything she ever needed.”

      Julius nods, staring into the drink in his hands, before rising with a wobble.

      “I think that’s enough mead for me this evening,” he says, his words slurring as he grins at me, all emotion forgotten. “I’ll be nursing a headache in the morning.” I stand with him, trying not to look too eager to retire as I shake his outstretched hand.

      “You have my blessing Dhog. Make sure you don’t waste it. Every second is precious,” Julius says as he turns towards his bed with a slight stumble.

      “I won’t,” I tell him, pushing aside the flaps of the tent. The cool night air greets me, a breeze playing across my face as I stride towards Wendy’s tent.

      Every second is precious, indeed.

      She should be resting, healing after everything she’s gone through, and yet I find myself hoping that she’s been unable to sleep, and will be ready and waiting for me. No such luck, I realize as I slip into her lodgings, noting the stillness inside.

      The medics in the camp built tented structures of timber and hides constructed for the ill and injured, which are far better equipped to keep out the elements. Wendy’s been staying in one such structure and will be staying here more permanently if I have anything to say about it.

      I approach her bed quietly, kneeling beside it as I had a few hours prior when I asked her to be my mate. Her hair is strewn wildly about, rosy lips slightly ajar as she snores softly. I smile to myself as I play with a strand of her hair, gazing down at her.

      It’s been so long since I’ve had her to myself, I think, my sudden need gripping me. I trace my finger down her jaw before pressing it firmly to her lips. Wendy’s eyes fly open at the sudden pressure, and I can see the fighting instinct in her eyes before they lock on mine.

      I remove my finger from her lips slowly, dragging it down her chin to caress her jawline and the curve of her neck. She smiles sleepily at me, leaning into the touch.

      “You know, you shouldn’t wake somebody up like that. You might lose an eye,” she grumbles as she rolls away from me and nestles into the pillow, her voice rough with sleep.

      A low laugh rumbles in my chest as I gently move her towards the middle of the bed and slide in behind her, pressing every available bit of my body against her. I run my hand down her spine, relishing in her warmth and tracing down the generous curve of her ass.

      She hums against my touch, and my cock stiffens at the idea of sliding those gauzy cotton clothes off of her silken skin. I press my face into the curve of her neck, leaving gentle kisses along her pulse as I breathe her in deeply.

      “I couldn’t go another second without having you in my arms,” I murmur into her flesh as I continue my path, kissing up her shoulder blade before grazing my teeth across her skin playfully. Wendy shivers, turning to look up at me.

      “It’s official now, you know,” I tell her, gazing down into her stormy, gray-blue eyes. Her brow furrows at my statement, and I use my thumb to smooth them over as I smile again.

      “I finally have your father’s approval. We can be together, forever. We can get married,” I say, and I can hardly believe the words myself. The idea of truly getting to hold this precious, savage woman in my arms for the rest of our lives feels like a dream.

      Wendy’s eyes go misty, and she reaches up to caress my face.

      “All of the strings attached?” She whispers tenderly, a playful lilt in her delicate tone.

      I can’t help but laugh as I respond, “All of the strings attached.”

      Her hands twine through my hair as she pulls me down into a tender kiss, her soft lips moving against mine with unimaginable tenderness. I lose myself in her, letting my hands wander through her hair and down her back as the kiss deepens to something needier, more urgent.

      I shift so that I’m hovering over her, her legs wrapping around me to pull my hips down into the damp heat between her legs. I groan at how close I am to being buried in her again, thrusting slowly, purposefully against her as our tongues tangle together.

      I slide a hand under her thin tank top, cupping her breast as I sweep my thumb across her already-hardened nipple, savoring the way she gasps against my mouth. I move away from her lips, trailing down her neck and sternum with my lips and tongue.

      I’m so absorbed in the way her heart beats faster under my touch that I hardly notice that her gauzy top has gotten caught on my tusk, ripping it down the middle. Wendy giggles as I reach up and rip the top completely, too focused on the task at hand to worry about the stray bit of fabric impaled on my tusk.

      “Sorry,” I mumble against the tender skin stretched over her breasts and rib cage.

      “No apology necessary,” she says, laughter still playing in her voice as she arches her back off the bed to meet my lips. Wendy gasps as I drag my tongue up to the peak of her breast and close my lips around her pebbled nipple, sucking lightly as I slide my hand past her waist to the wetness gathering between her legs.

      Wendy moans as I run my fingers over her, playing with the button at the top of her thighs through her pants. She slides her fingers into the waistband to pull them off, spreading her legs and bearing herself to me as she throws them to the ground.

      “Care to join me?” She asks, teasing challenge twining her voice.

      “Gladly,” I growl, tearing off my shirt and tugging at my pants. My cock springs free eagerly, and her small hand wraps around it, stroking eagerly. I’m about to climb back on top of her when she gives me a small shove, puts me on my ass in the bed, and mounts me herself.

      My hands find her hips as she slides onto my cock, both of us groaning in unison as she stretches around me. Wendy rides me lazily, taking her time working me from base to tip and back again. I knead her breasts as my hips twitch up to meet hers, desperate for more of her as she takes my length slowly inside of her again.

      Just as I can’t take anymore teasing, slow strokes, she leans over me, pressing her bare breasts against my chest as she nibbles my ear lobe. I groan at the feeling of her hot breath caressing my ears, and dig my fingers into her hips.

      I hold her hips in place as I thrust up into her, moving faster as she clenches around me, her fingers tangling into my hair as her pleasure swells. I can feel release building in my spine, my movements becoming more urgent as Wendy shakes over me.

      “I love you,” she groans into my ear.

      Her voice sends me over the edge, my cock twitching as I spill inside of her. She showers kisses over my forehead and cheeks as I ease out of her, pulling her close to me and rolling so she can lay comfortably on the bed.

      “And I love you,” I whisper into her hair.

      I’ve never meant anything more.
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      This place is not ideal, but it’s perfect, in its own way.

      Ours is going to be a small ceremony, surrounded by those we care about, and those that survived the battles behind us. I never wanted to make a big deal out of such a thing anyway, but Dhog insists we do something to commemorate our matehood.

      After everything we’ve been through, we’ve earned it.

      My father huffs in his disdain at the location. “On the battlefield? I thought you’d want to do it in that old church we talked about. Or at least inside, somewhere, away from the elements. It looks like it’s going to rain.”

      Dhog glances up at the heavy gray sky. “Suits me.”

      I lean into him as the others prepare for our ceremony. I don’t care about a dress, or flowers, or a towering cake. I just want to be with him.

      That’s enough for me.

      Dhog’s second in command comes to him with his clan’s concerns regarding the future. It’s not about us, but about who will be in charge, while we’re indisposed. “You will,” Dhog says simply. “Take good care of them.”

      “You mean,” Uglan stutters, “while you’re away, right?”

      “And afterwards,” he says with a shrug. “As long as you like. I trust you.”

      Uglan steps away, stunned by the news. Dhog is willing to give up his coveted station just for me? I don’t have the words when he turns back to me, and the first drops of rain begin to fall on the canvas that’s being erected above our heads.

      He holds my hands in his.

      We have no gifts or testaments of our love, but he pulls out a grass ring from an inner pocket of his shirt, carefully braided into something sturdy with a little yellow flower at its center, and offers it to me.

      I grip his hand in surprise. “We should wait until the ceremony.”

      That’s when I realize our loved ones are already crowded around us, hushed and waiting. Even the scent of the battlefield and the growing rain can’t dampen the solemn expectation growing around us.

      This is it, I realize silently, holding my breath lest my excitement escapes.

      Dhog begins to speak, and even my father leans in to better hear his deep timbre. “I made an oath, once. A long time ago. I thought I knew what I wanted, back then, but I realize now, I had made that oath out of duty, and not love.

      “I didn’t realize what the future would bring. And when you, Wendy, walked into my life, I had no idea what to do with myself. I thought I had everything figured out, but I knew nothing.

      “Nothing at all.”

      There is a brief silence as I digest his words.

      He continues reverently, placing the little grass ring around the third finger of my left hand. “When you went away, I lost something vital to my existence. The thought of never seeing you again destroyed me, and I couldn’t abide. I didn’t care about the oath I’d made any longer.

      “It simply didn’t matter.”

      My breath catches in my throat. “Dhog…”

      He kisses my knuckles. “You gave me something to fight for, Wendy. Like I never knew I could, and believe me, I have the scars to prove it.”

      A small laugh goes around the gathered crowd.

      “When you accepted my proposal,” he continues, “I was the happiest orc in the world. And as long as you don’t leave me here, in the middle of this battlefield, any other orc would be hard pressed to compete. I love you, Wendy, more than I can say.”

      Tears sting my eyes, and I can’t help but smile. “I love you, too.”

      The small crowd claps for us softly, going quiet when I raise my voice to say my own vows. “Dhog, we started our relationship in secret, without knowing its direction or even if it was meant to be.” I can feel my father balk at that new information but I ignore his lone and silent annoyance. “I think I loved you the moment I laid eyes on you, though.

      “You seemed like the kind of orc closely guarding a golden heart, and I dared to find it. I’m so glad I did, because you defied everything I thought I knew about your kind. It’s so easy to trust you, that I understand why you became a chief.

      “You have a deep love for your kind, and I would never want to get in the way of your duties, or your oath.” He’s about to protest when I put a finger to his lips. “I know,” I emphasize, “you didn’t break your promise easily.

      “That’s just who you are, and that’s why I’m proud to call you my mate.”

      The clapping rises around us again, and we finally kiss, with me on my tip toes, barely able to reach him. He sweeps me up in his arms and spins me around before setting me back down on the uneven earth, winded but thrilled.

      The others congratulate us, his clanmates clapping him on the back. My father hugs me as if he doesn’t want to let me go, but he relinquishes me back to Dhog, who accepts me at his side.

      A small feast has been prepared—despite the hasty plans—and we break bread together, humans and orcs, over a union that will help shape the connection between our species. I know it’s not a small thing we did, breaking tradition.

      But others have blazed the path for us, Aqidah and Lisa, among others. If they can do it, why can’t we? Dhog holds my hand at every opportunity, squeezing as if he’s still not sure that I’m real. I sooth him with little pats and smiles, kissing him in every spare moment we get.

      I feel for the ring on my finger.

      “I’ll get you a real one,” he assures me. “That one was only for today.”

      “I think I prefer this one.” I enjoy how he added a little buttercup into the design. “It is too bad I can’t keep it forever. You did a wonderful job. I didn’t know you could weave.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” he says, his jaw working as if he’s considering something. “I have never thought to ask, but, where would you prefer to stay? I’m sure Aqidah would be willing to put up with us for a little while longer, but I have a finer place in the Beheader’s clan land.”

      “Didn’t you just give that up?” I ask of his station.

      “They wouldn’t dare take my home from me, I can assure you that.” And with the keen glint in his eye, I believe him. “Whatever you decide, Wendy, I will happily follow.”

      My smile is wane.

      I’m tired after the long day, and my belly is full of good food. I lean into him and he links an arm around me, pulling me against his broad chest. “Wherever you are,” I tell him, “that’s home to me.”

      A breathless laugh escapes him. “You stole the words right out of my mouth.”

      “Or, maybe you stole them from me.” I glance up at him with a wry grin.

      His lips meet mine in a tender caress. His warmth fills me with hope for the future, even as this war refuses to end. Our enemies are everywhere, and our resources are limited. I don’t know how many days we have left to be with one another, but I refuse to entertain uncertainty for a moment longer.
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      Finally, I think, pushing the canvas door open and carrying Wendy into the humble space of our shared tent. It’s been a long day, but it was worth it. At least here, we’ll get the privacy a new couple requires, pitched some distance away from the rest of the camp.

      It’s strange that our relationship is no longer a secret. Still, I prefer solitude to a campfire surrounded by drunken bastards. She may be bold, but I don’t think she’s much of an exhibitionist.

      She’s almost asleep, her head resting languidly on my shoulder.

      I don’t want to disturb her but I have to move her to the bed. She seems so fragile when she falls into the sheets. But she’s roused by the transfer and looks up at me with sleepy eyes, smiling with abandon. “Come lie with me, Dhog,” she murmurs, patting the open space at her side. “It’s still our wedding night, isn’t it?”

      “We have about an hour before midnight,” I assure her, slipping into the bed beside her.

      “Good,” she says with a sigh, nestling up to me. “We have plenty of time, then.”

      My chuckle is deep and full. “Only if we hurry.”

      Wendy looks altogether exhausted, resting on my chest as if raising her head would be a herculean feat. But when her hand slides down my stomach and reaches under the seam of my pants, I realize she’s not as tired as I first assumed.

      My cock leaps at her touch.

      “Were you pretending to be asleep so I’d carry you here?” I accuse softly, catching her hand and pressing the weight of my crotch into her palm.

      She moans with tired delight, her delicate fingers sliding up my girth and teasing the head with her thumb. I’m glad I’m lying down, because she makes my knees shudder.

      “No,” she finally admits, her eyes fluttering open. “I really was tired.”

      “I’m not,” I whisper, catching her by the nape of her neck and kissing her hard, teasing her tongue into a sensuous dance we both know all too well by now. When we release, I taste her sweet breath on a sigh. “I could go all night.”

      A delightful rouge spreads across her cheeks. “You’re a lot of trouble,” she says, looking me over while still stroking my cock in a slow motion. “I like it.”

      I bare my tusks, tensing in frustration. “Isn’t that why you said ‘yes’?”

      “Among other things.” She’s fully awake now, sitting up with wild hair which she pats back down with her spare hand. With the other, she continues to torment me. I can feel the heat building in my crotch, and my tip leaks a little clear fluid.

      Before I can swipe it away, she dips down and swirls it off with her tongue. I fucking love this woman, I think, going rigid at her touch. Her growing smile is wise, like she knows exactly how she makes me tremble.

      I want to shove her mouth down to the hilt of my cock but I force myself to wait. “You seem like the kind of woman who has a plan,” I say on a hot breath, trying to keep my cool as her warm mouth closes over my tip. I grip the sheets in response. “Wendy…”

      She pops off, but not before sliding her tongue down my length. “What’s wrong?”

      I go to speak when she delves down again, making my hips pump forward of their own volition. She gets almost half way down before she slides back with a salacious look on her face. It’d be precious if it weren’t so sinister.

      I wait, breathless, for her next move.

      “I want you to take me like you mean it,” she whispers, grazing her teeth against my tip a final time before surrendering my cock to me. “Don’t hold back, tonight.”

      I nod feverishly, then rise to gather her up.

      She falls into our next kiss, letting me take the lead.

      Our clothes are tossed aside, leaving no barriers between us when I throw her back against the mattress and hook her knee around my waist. I let our lips brush before looking her over. “Is this what you want?”

      She links her arms around my neck and steals another little kiss. Then, she glances down at my heavy cock, which rests on her soft stomach. “Yes.” She looks back up at me with determination. “I want all of you, Dhog.”

      “Then, you’ll have me.” I kiss her fingers, one at a time, making her squirm with impatience. “Get ready.”

      Uncertainty flashes in her gaze briefly before she masters it.

      Challenge accepted, I think, eager to claim her as my mate.

      I ease open her thighs to reveal her sopping cunt and dip down to taste it, her scent lingering in my nose and making me wild with impatience. Her legs shudder around me as I delve deeper, swirling her sweet juices around my tongue. I find her nub that leaps upon contact, ready and waiting. When I look up, she’s staring at me, wide eyed.

      Something between a growl and a groan escapes me as I prime myself, stroking before levering up and flicking my cock against her wetness. A delicious cry escapes her and makes her lithe limbs shudder. I sweep it down again, over her opening where our juices mingle before pushing hard into that hole that’s made too small for the likes of me.

      The first inch makes her scream in delight, and the rest skewers her into silence.

      I catch her jaw and turn her head to the side so I can taste the sweet skin of her neck. She quakes beneath me as I push in further, giving every inch, her nails digging into my flesh is the only indication she’s struggling with it.

      I kiss her closed eyes and capture her mouth as our hips meet. Her mouth opens to me, but her focus is below as she struggles to breathe. I give her some reprieve and ease out, leaning back and taking her with me, so she’s mounted on my cock.

      Wendy drapes herself against my shoulder, clinging tightly. “Harder,” she manages to whisper, nipping at the hard flesh of my neck. “Harder!”

      “As you wish,” I murmur into her hair, catching her rump and driving her down hard, then again, making her moans burble into full cries of elation. Then, we’re riding that wave together, rocking hard as if she wants me to breach her most intimate self.

      Her body ripples around me expectantly, and I can feel that she’s ready for me. My cock twitches, and that pinprick of rapture ignites at my tip. I can’t hold back much longer, but I want Wendy to get off with me.

      This is our night, after all.

      I bare my tusks at the canvas roof and drag her beneath me, kicking her leg up for better leverage as I come harder than I ever have before.

      She’s gripping her hair as she screams with my roar in primal ecstasy.

      We come together, her body rioting as my seed fills her up.

      I clutch her stomach to feel the swell, pushing into her several more times as she languishes beneath me, mad with relief. My cock, finished with its task, goes limp, and I curl over her protectively.

      I chase a drop of sweat with my tongue from her cheek, and she kisses me, irreverent to the salty bite in my mouth.

      She sighs and falls back against the bedding. “That was it. Exactly it.”

      “I’m glad you approve,” I whisper, tucking her golden hair back. “We still have a long night ahead of us.”

      She peeks out from under her tresses, her eyes glittering with pleasure. “You’re sure you have it in you?”

      A laugh escapes me, and I kiss her forehead. “For you? Always.”

      With that, she settles beneath me, content with my cock still buried deeply inside of her. Soon, her breathing slows to something gentle, though I don’t dismount, my body building up to another go in soft, easy strokes.

      My mate will never want for anything.
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      Two days of pure bliss is more than I could have asked for.

      The world carries on outside of our tent but we remain, just a little while longer, before we rejoin the ongoing war effort. Dhog lays back with his arms folded behind his head, eyes closed. I lay beside him, deliciously sore from our romp.

      “Dhog,” I murmur, trying ineffectually to straighten my mussed hair. “Are you awake?”

      His throat works, but nothing else moves. “Mhm.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah,” he finally says. “You?”

      “If I could stay here forever…” I trail off, not bothering to finish the thought. We both know where we’d prefer to be. “But they need us on the field. Of course, I’m ready.”

      His sudden touch surprises me as he strokes my cheek. “You really aren’t afraid.” It’s not a question for me to answer. “My brave, beautiful mate. How could I have gotten so lucky?”

      I burn at his attention. “Well? Who else is going to shoot the guns?”

      Dhog grins. “Who else is going to watch your back?”

      I lean in and savor a hearty kiss, ending it on a sorrowful note. “We should get ready.”

      His gaze darkens and he nods.
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        * * *

      

      Aqidah’s soldiers, along with a smattering of Beheader clansmen, meet us on the expanding front after our victory. With our modern weapons, and the orcs’ brute strength, three humans were able to take out most of the enemy camp with little direct contact.

      And with no losses, it was a flawless victory.

      We’re traveling with a host of humans we saved from the dark elves’ evil magics, and I don’t have to be told how grateful they are.

      They can’t stop thanking us.

      Uglan is grinning as he meets us, his new decorated braid trailing down his back not lost on me. He is the new chief and seems to be taking well to the title. “You survived,” he bellows, welcoming us back with open arms. “It is good to see your faces, and a few new ones, too!”

      Dhog is beat, but he accepts his embrace. “And much more than that. Gather the others. We have a lot to talk about.”

      The sun is finally beginning to set when the leaders are all assembled. My father among them, along with Aqidah and Harok, who have spared enough clansmen to make this fight worth it. Aqidah speaks first. “Are the rumors true?”

      I nod grimly, knowing what we all saw.

      The survivors are witnesses too, and they can tell the tale better than I. One of them speaks, looking nervous about talking with a group of orcs, but he seems to settle when he realizes they’re friendly. “They travel freely between our world and theirs. They’ve calculated the earth's coordinates and come and go as they please.”

      Dhog is already silent. The others join him.

      My father decides to break it. “It’s worse than we thought. Do we know how?”

      The few that might know shake their heads.

      “We searched for anything that might have transported them,” I say, “but it looks as if they travel by magical rifts. The ground was scorched black beneath their encampment, and there was evidence of corpses buried hastily behind their camp.”

      “Could it be,” Aqidah interjected, “that they’re using living reagents to conduct their rituals?”

      A shaman from Harok’s clan pipes in. “We can take a look.”

      “Do so,” says Harok, his brow furrowing. “We’ll follow up.”

      “Was there any indication as to why?” another orc asks. “Why are they here? They’re already destroying one planet. Isn’t that enough?”

      Dhog looks to his soldiers, then shakes his head. “Maybe they’re scouting out this planet. Who knows? But we need to stem the flow before they come in droves. This planet is a precious resource and needs to be protected from them.”

      Murmurs of agreement sweep through the crowd.

      I glance at Dhog, who takes effortlessly to leadership. He might not be in charge of the Beheader Clan, but he is a savage in a fight, and I trust him with my life.

      The others seem disappointed that we didn’t gather clear answers.

      Maybe the humans we saved will shed more light on the situation as they recover, but for now, we all have to rest. There’s no reason to exhaust ourselves when tomorrow, we’ll be back out on that field, killing dark elves.

      Dhog seems to notice my fatigue. “We should turn in. We have a long road ahead of us before this war is over, and much more to consider.”

      He leads me away from the crowd and we find a soft grassy patch under the stars and lie down together. He lets out a long, terminal sigh. “This was not how I’d hoped the beginning of our matehood would go. I’d hoped… I don’t know what I’d hoped. Maybe that we’d have more time.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, laying his head in my lap and stroking his wild dark hair. “We have all the time in the world.”

      He looks up at me, his troubled expression fading.

      “Every day,” I murmur, tracing the strong lines of his face, “we go out and kick some dark elf ass, side by side. And every evening,” I pause to hear the sounds of night creatures all around us, singing and buzzing in this pristine evening, “we get to be together under the stars.” I look down at him again, staring into his eyes that are filled with wonder. “What more could we ask for?”

      A smile brightens his features. “Have I ever told you how beautiful you are?”

      “Every day, since you finally came to your senses.”

      His laugh is low. “Took me a minute.”

      “I know,” I say, knocking his forehead gently with my knuckles. “But I’m glad you did.”

      Dhog catches my hand and kisses each knuckle as if I injured myself while rapping on his thick skull. “I’ll always protect you, Wendy. With my last breath, I’ll keep you safe.”

      Sadness finds me, that melancholy that sticks in the back of my throat. “I’ll never let it come to that, Dhog. Let them try to get close to you, and they’ll get a bullet in the face. I don’t care what kind of bullshit magic they have.

      “They’ve got nothing on me.”

      He’s staring up at me again, as if he still can’t believe I’m really real. “Who knew humans could be just as brutal as orcs?”

      “We did,” I say, stroking his cheeks absently and enjoying the stiff stubble that’s starting to grow. It distracts me from yesterday. “But that’s all behind us, now. We have a new future to look forward to, and I’m not going to let it slip away.”

      He sits up and embraces me. “Me, neither.”

      I love the way my heart soars when I’m in his arms.

      He squeezes me close as if he refuses to let me go. “Let’s stay here, just a little while longer. I want to memorize the stars with you.”

      I lean into him. “We do have names for them, you know.”

      “I didn’t,” he says with marked interest. “Tell me about them.”

      His smile is infectious, and I have to tear my gaze away from him to focus on the sea of stars above us. “See those three? We call them Orion’s belt because they’re attached to Orion.”

      He points in the wrong direction, and I guide his arm. “Those three?”

      “Yes,” I say with a grin. “They call him the Hunter, because he’s always holding his bow at the ready. He was a friend of Artemis, the goddess of the hunt.”

      “That sounds like you,” he murmurs into my hair. “Are you related?”

      A mirthful laugh escapes me, and I kiss him for his naivete. He forgets his question and kisses me deeply in turn. A brighter future is already within our grasp.

      We just have to take it.

      The End

      To see how this couple fares in the future, join my newsletter here: https://www.subscribepage.com/celesteking

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preview of Orc’s Queen

          

        

      

    

    
      You read about Harok and Aqidah who are two orcs with their own clans. To read about their own stories, check out my preview for Orc’s Queen.

      

      
        
        Orc’s Queen

        By Celeste King

      

      

      

      Available on Amazon here!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            31

          

          

      

    

    







            Geneva

          

        

      

    

    
      The girl in my arms has started to shake as her deep sobs wrack her body. She is rail thin and the bones in her shoulders are so sharp they could cut ice. I don’t offer her any words of solace—there would be no point. We would both know they would be lies, and I can’t bring myself to do that to her.

      All I can do is comfort her with my arms, let her know that despite the horrors that await her, she is not alone. There were many that have come before her and many that will come after, including me. It’s a cycle of misery that will never end.

      I’m unsure if it is a good or a bad thing—to feel the deep fear of what’s coming and know that you’re not the only one. Because as much as I am terrified for her and for myself, I would not wish this feeling on anyone else.

      The sound of clinking metal and heavy footsteps stalls her crying. She looks up at me, her tears having created dirty streaks down her face. The look in her eyes is enough to break my heart. She can be no older than thirteen or fourteen, but her tiny frame makes her seem even younger.

      This is why she is here, alongside me in this cage. Bunker #3 is known for its depraved ways—a human trading post, where people, especially women, are traded for resources. Bunker #78 where I was taken from has always lacked resources—except for women. One of the most valuable in this disgusting and unfair world. Not that we are valued at all, ironically enough. It is about what we can be used for. The prices that we can fetch and the services we can provide.

      My only consolation as I crouch on the dirty floor with my back pressed to the metal, is that I am the one who is here. But it wasn’t supposed to be this way, the leader of this bunker is more fond of girls than women.

      At twenty-two I am far from what he desires, but there was no way I was going to let him take my twelve-year-old sister. By the time they had brought me here and discovered I am not her, it was too late. I will still fetch a good price for something, but it will not be my sister that monster gets to defile.

      She is safe for now, and that is all I wish for, but deep down I know the day will surely come when it is her behind these bars. That is a thought more terrifying than anything that can happen to me, knowing that she could be the plaything of the creature that arranges these deals, or even worse—traded to orcs.

      My grip on the girl tightens as the door of the cage opens and a tall, balding man enters. Just to breathe the same air as him makes me sick to my stomach. These people are worse than orcs, using women for their own disgusting purposes without a thought of the suffering and trauma that they cause.

      The girl screams and clings to me, her nails digging into my flesh as the man enters and grabs at her. We both desperately try to hold on to each other. But it’s no good. We can hold on all we like—kick and scream all that we can—but we do not hold the power here.

      “Please!” I cry. “Leave her and take me instead. She’s weak and will be no good to anyone. Take me!” The panic in me is all-consuming, taking over every cell in my body. I don’t even know this girl, but it’s as if I am giving up my own sister to this man.

      My cries are met with a slap to the face that is so hard I almost lose consciousness. My ears ring and dark shadows crawl across my eyes. Still, I persist, clinging on to her leg as she is dragged from me.

      When his foot lands in my stomach I’m floored, clutching at my guts and crying out in pain. Her screams are deafening as she sees what he’s done to me, knowing no doubt that she can expect just as brutal a treatment. But she’s a child, and even though she will have seen and experienced many dark things in this life, she has no idea of the things that can happen to her now.

      “Fucking women!” he curses, dragging the child away. “When will these bitches learn!”

      The clinking of metal returns as the cage door is closed and locked and I let out a scream of rage and sorrow for every woman and girl that has to endure this hell. Her screams are now muffled by his hands as he shouts and curses at her for putting up such a fight.

      What does he expect—that we should go willingly to the torture that awaits us? Is their arrogance so huge and lack of empathy so lacking? I can only surmise that it is.

      Must this existence be so dark? Surely we can do better than the life we have created for ourselves. It was not down to us that the orcs arrived through the rift, overtaking our planet and resources, driving us underground. But what has happened since then is nothing but our own doing—that of the men that chose to use females to reassert their dominance.

      Now, if they’re not dominating and manipulating us then they are trying to use and outwit other settlements. What is wrong with this world! As humans we should be uniting to fight the orcs that have invaded this planet, and yet all we do is cause more suffering and misery.

      There have been many nights when I’ve wondered if it is like this the world over. There have been whispers that not all settlements behave as the ones that I know do. But they are only whispers. Anything else would enrage the leaders—they don’t want people, especially women, to know that there is another way, and that others out there are changing.

      But I keep those whispers alive. Somewhere where they can't be seen or heard by others, deep inside where no one can touch them or take them from me. They've taken enough from me, my freedom, my choices, the ability to live my life as I see fit.

      They've taken so much from many of us, for years, thinking that we are worthless and that we do not matter. We do matter. Our grandmothers, our mothers, our sisters, our cousins, our friends. All of us that live now and came before.

      The orcs may have taken away everything that we knew. Thrown us back into a time that we thought was long gone—technologically and socially. But that should not have meant we went backwards instead of forwards. The orcs came and we retreated, stepped backwards in every sense possible.

      Becasue the human heart is filthy, maybe more so than that of the orc. At least they know what they are. Humans pretend to be civilized, imagining themselves to be wise and intelligent, and yet act worse than animals.

      They have drained the energy from my body and the hope from my heart and replaced it with something dark and empty. A deep void that I am being drawn into, breaking apart as it takes me, piece by broken piece.

      Curling up into a ball the helplessness overtakes me. Tears erupt and burn my cheeks. Why must it be like this? Why must I be like this? I should have done something, but I instead I am here, caged like an animal unable to help myself or others.

      Waiting for it to be me.

      

      To be continued. To read more check out Orc’s Queen by Celeste King.
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      The council is at full attendance today, even though there are many matters outside of these four walls to deal with. But there is not a single member that wishes to miss the guest that we have. It is all anyone has talked about for weeks.

      “Aqidah the Wise, I am thankful to finally be sitting opposite you.” I look around at the council whose faces indicate their less favorable feelings about this meeting.

      “And I you, Harok. The Golden Arrow Clan is looking forward to forging a relationship with The Thunder Strike Clan that may benefit us all.” He speaks in a way that is both strong and gentle—a strange and intriguing combination for an orc.

      “I quite agree,” I say, addressing the council members more than him when I say, “it is imperative that we start to work together. Now that the magic is dying there is an even more pressing need for collaboration.”

      “Of course. Our energies are best spent working on these matters than on battle or competition. There are hard times ahead, but if we come together then we stand a chance of surviving this loss, as difficult as it will be.”

      He is pragmatic in the way that he sees things and I like that. I mean every word when I speak of collaboration. I have been chieftain of the Thunder Strike Clan for many years, fought many battles and done many things to ensure the safety and prosperity of my clan. But the orcs have been here on Earth for many years—Protheka nothing but a distant memory—and the magic is dying.

      Without it we will suffer greatly. It is already happening; magic being rationed in the same way as grain. We need to learn new ways—human ways—if we are to survive, and no one knows that better than Aqidah the Wise.

      He has only been a chieftain for a year yet has made many improvements in his short time at the helm of the Golden Arrows. He has successfully integrated humans into the clan, starting with his own mate, and they are working together, learning from one another.

      “Humans have been an essential part of our success. My mate, a medic from a human stronghold has started a program to teach us the ways of science,” he tells us.

      “What does this even mean?” one of the council members interjects.

      There is a hostility in his voice that makes my fists clench. This is supposed to be a meeting to bring us closer together not trade insults with our guest. But Aqidah pays no mind to his aggression. Or rather he does, but seems to understand the reasons for it.

      “I am sorry, let me be clearer in my speech. I am so familiar with many of the human terms these days and forget that others are not,” he says, apologetically.

      The council elder grunts and a smile tugs at my lips. This chieftain is every bit the leader that I imagined him to be, and there is no doubt as to how garnered his name. He is indeed thoughtful and wise, able to rise above the aggressive tendencies that are the lifeblood of us orcs.

      “There are many ways in which the humans have helped us. Doctors and medics are healers of sorts. They are able to treat disease and infection, but not of course with magic. They have achieved this through the many advances that were made in science—knowledge and understanding of the natural world. How things work, how they are constructed. Including our very bodies.”

      Though many of the council look less than impressed, there are some whose interests have been piqued by Aqidah. In my heart I hope he is able to convince as many of these old fools as he can—because we need it.

      “Humans can’t be trusted!” one of them cries.

      “With respect, but I would beg to differ,” says Aqidah calmly. “Though I know it is not easy, and there are many obstacles to overcome when building these relationships. There are bound to be reservations.”

      “These are more than reservations, Chief Aqidah. We have seen firsthand how these humans treat each other! What would they be willing to do to us!”

      “I understand your feelings. But if there is one thing I have learned it is that there is good and bad in every species. It is not about trusting all humans, but the ones who are worthy of that trust,” says Aqidah.

      The meeting continues in this way for some time, with Aqidah offering up as much information and confidence as he can when it comes to orc-human relations. I sit back and watch, taking in as much as I can of what this impressive chieftain has to offer.

      When we are done I take him for a walk around the stronghold and its borders. “I am sorry for the hostility of some of my council. I fear it may be some time before they come around to my way of thinking,” I say.

      He is calm and measured as we talk, as he was back there, and there is something about him that makes me feel this is a chieftain that I can not only trust, but respect and learn from.

      “It is only to be expected,” he says. “These are new and testing times, and we orcs have been used to doing things a certain way for a long time now.”

      “Yes, and those ways are no longer serving us anymore.”

      “Agreed. But change does not come easy. The older members of our clans in particular find this hard. They have only bad experiences of other races having faced persecution from the Elves. Now we are asking them to work with humans—it will take time.”

      He is right in what he is saying, as frustrating as it is. We are the Thunder Strike Clan. We move quickly and with force. Sitting around for months or even years going around in ridiculous circles is not something that I can tolerate.

      “It has been an honor to have received you today. And I can only thank you for travelling to sit with us,” I say.

      “The honor is mine. Have faith, my friend. We will get there eventually.”

      “And may I congratulate you—I hear there is child on the way now.”

      “There is, and it is the best thing that has ever happened to me.”

      “I am glad for you. A happy leader must make for a happy clan.”

      “I would like to think so. Since I took over from my father there have been many changes. He was a good chieftain but a brutal man, ruling by fear alone. I hope to lead by example and respect.”

      “A safe journey home to your clan and to your family. And my best wishes for the safe delivery of the orcling.”

      “Thank you, Harok. I am glad to have met with you today. We will see each other again, no doubt.”

      “We shall indeed,” I say before we nod at each other and he takes off on his hoqin.

      I watch him as he disappears into the distance, feeling a renewed sense of hope. Then I make my way to my work chamber and call for Zora, my second-in-command.

      “So, what did you think of our guest today?” I ask.

      He pulls up a chair and I get the sense he is not as optimistic as I am. “In all honestly I am impressed with him. He has created much change and quickly, but there are still some in the council that are not as convinced.”

      “I know, but they will come around. They will have to. Soon there will be no choice. Would they lead us into possible extinction because they are not willing to evolve?”

      “I understand your feelings, I really do. But at this point I fear it is dangerous for us to associate with Aqidah or show any signs of cooperating with humans, since the council will probably do anything to stop you.

      I say nothing, because a part of me knows he is right. Currently, the clan is divided into two factions: those for and against humans.

      The painting of the previous chief, my father, looks down upon us both as we wrestle with these issues. “This conservative mindset will lead to the extinction of our kind! Zora, you’re the only one I can trust, I need you to do something.”
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      A gnarled old bastard dumps more slop into the trough, a sour smell rising from the unwashed basin. “Soups on. Eat up, or it’ll be your breakfast, too.” I do my best not to gag as he chortles and walks away, shutting the heavy wooden doors behind him.

      This is what we’ve been reduced to, eating slop and surviving off of the leader’s refuse. I can’t even be certain they haven’t taken a shit in the stuff, it smells so foul. My body refuses to even investigate. It knows it’s not food, any longer, but a grimy sludge that would better serve as fertilizer. It’s all I’ve been given me to eat since they took my sister.

      I can’t believe this is how humans treat each other. If we are like this with one another then it’s no wonder the orcs won.

      Renewed hunger rips through my gut.

      It’s been days, I think, since I was dumped in here, but I can’t be certain. They won’t use me. I’m too old, they said, though I’ve hardly seen my twenty third summer. They want them young, and the thought burns me from the inside out. I have tried to break open this cage, but there’s no way to escape. They’ve obviously done this before. Many times.

      My tears have long since dried, but the hollow grief remains.

      There are others in here with me, each of us separated by heavy bars. It is lucky because some of the men might have tried something by now. They grab me if I get too close, so I remain in the far corner of my cage, where only their lascivious stares can reach me. This is my life, now, to act as little more than reserve for men’s sexual appetites.

      I am cold, and hunger has become a constant companion.

      I close my eyes, expecting sleep to come. But a commotion rises outside. A shouting that grows as more voices join in. A deep battle cry cuts through the hubbub, and I think I hear weapons clashing. It is the most interesting thing that has happened since I arrived, and I strain to listen, knowing that, whatever the outcome, I will be used as little more than leverage for the victor.

      There is no hope in this bunker.

      And, too soon, everything goes quiet again.

      It is not the kind of quiet I am used to. It is silence that consumes even the shallow inlet of my breath, and the murmurs of the other slaves around me. My body jerks violently when the doors slam open again, and there is a silhouette in the archway.

      They are tall, much taller than any man.

      Despite it all, I squint, doing my best to find features in the stranger’s shadowed face. The other slaves muffle their fright in their filthy hands, but it takes me a moment longer to take in the creature standing before us.

      His eyes glint a murderous red as he looks us over, nothing at all like the seething human glances I’ve grown used to. He is a fearsome orc, and I have no doubt he keeps many slaves. Will he take us too? Add us to his collection?

      His gaze falls on me.

      I can’t breathe anymore, and my body is frozen. His strong fingers open the cage with ease, something I’ve been attempting to do for days, and he reaches for me. Finally, my limbs unclench and I scramble towards the rear of the cage.

      Normally, I’d be afraid of the others, but their attention is entirely on him. When he misses me, he sighs. It is a small thing that escapes his thick chest, but he reaches again, this time catching my arm and dragging me out.

      I flinch with dreaded expectation. I know what orcs want, and this one can be no different from his kin. He is battle scarred and fearsome, a ragged line running over his cheek and down his neck, wrapping around out of sight.

      He is familiar with war, and I must certainly be his prize.

      But then, he does something I could never have expected. He lifts me up into his arms and secures me tightly against his powerful chest. There is a rumble when he speaks. “For your own sake, stay still.”

      The warning is surprisingly gentle.

      It shocks me into obeying. Maybe this is how he controls his slaves. I can’t be sure. But I remain paralyzed in his warm grip, lest he decides I broke his rule and kills me. They are not beyond swift punishment when it’s convenient for them.

      An orc’s rage is never far below the surface.

      I don’t move, but I dare peek at the bunker through my tangled, dark hair. I am shocked to see it in ruins. The rooms have been raided and the residents, those bastards that traded in young women, are on the ground, kneeling as if in submission.

      I think I see the one who served us slop, face down in his own vomit with a spear sticking out of his back. And there are more slaves, lined up against the wall as if waiting for a verdict.

      I try to stop my limbs from shaking, because I know he’ll feel it, this red-eyed orc that stole me from my cage. Stay still, he’d told me, and I’m doing my damndest. But I can’t stop the fear from shooting through me. He navigates the kneeling crowd with ease, pacing to several of his own soldiers who linger at the entrance.

      One in particular stands out. He’s not dressed for battle, but for magic. I’ve seen their magic before, performed by those they call shamans. They wear heavy beads made of bone and wood in their hair, and trophies from kills around their neck. They are always more adorned than even the bloodthirsty soldiers that charge into battle.

      The orc who stole me from the cage looks down at me and sighs, as if this work exhausts him. I shrink beneath his burning gaze. There is something unspoken in his expression, something firm but even keeled, like there is true intelligence behind his orcish features. I want to ask him so many questions, first of all: why? What does he have to gain from freeing slaves from slavers and scavengers? Does he mean to free us at all? Kill us?

      He seems to decide on something, his lips firming around those proud tusks that are thick and sharp compared to the others’. That’s when he hands me to his shaman. “Take her. I’ll deal with the rest of them and we’ll meet again soon.”

      The shaman accepts me without question, but I have been all too obedient, and struggle against the transfer. I still don’t know what they have planned for me. “Wait-”

      His red eyes pan over me, and I can tell he’s not used to being questioned. His jaw ticks but he ignores my outburst, turning away so I view the impressive scar ripping through the muscles of his bare back.

      The shaman holds me firmly but patiently, even as I strain against him. “Stop, please,” I call, pushing against those wiry arms that bind me to his chest. “Tell me who you are!”

      My captor freezes, and I think he’s not going to answer me.

      I hold my breath, waiting for his next words. He is tightly wound when he glances at me again, that heavy gaze falling on me. He must be a chieftain, a true chieftain, not like the war hungry creatures that decimate whole settlements in their path. There is nobility in his demeanor, and when he pivots, it is with purpose.

      Even the shaman seems surprised my words have gained traction.

      He tilts his head as he observes me. “What does it matter? You are free.” But even as he says that, he approaches again, glancing between me and the shaman before answering, his mouth forming a firm line. “But if you must know, I am Harok the Great,” he says with emphasis. “-of the Thunder Strike Clan.

      “And there are no masters here.”
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