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    Wind rushing over her bare breasts, Princess Teza stirred in the big bed, reaching for the warm body next to hers. She rolled, hands seeking him. 
 
    “It’s Fang!” Gark’s hoarse cry yanked Teza from a flying dream, Runeheld’s wings spread, dark mountains below them. 
 
    The half-orc’s massive form blocked the window, outlined in moonlight and an orange glow.  
 
    The armor and weapons he wore registered through her sleep haze.   
 
    “Your protections—the spells and amulets.” 
 
    He shook his head once. “He’s here.” 
 
    A rumble of drums and a clanging gong cut through the night. Cries rose. 
 
    Teza landed at the window without feeling how she got there. 
 
    Flames in the center created the glow in the night sky. The sorceress’ dragon was in the city. 
 
    “Stay here.” Gark leaped out of the window and ran toward the fire. “Stay back from the window! Don’t let it see you.” 
 
    With a straining effort, she obeyed, wrapping her arms around her naked body against the chill. Craning toward the window from the shadows, she lost sight of him amid all the others in the street, half-clad warriors running to the center with him, an orcling girl in tears running away.  
 
    She glanced at her journey pack, longing for her sword, aching to follow Gark into the night. She felt the surge of battle from the streets. Boot steps of soldiers and guards pounded past the house.  
 
    Orclings carrying buckets of water raced toward the fire.  
 
    Everyone had a duty, except for her.  
 
    Nothing in her training prepared her to submit to an order to stay in a house while under attack. Her face burned, and she fisted her hands.   
 
    Standing in the shadows, she watched the running half-orcs. Were her people safe?  
 
    Pacing, she kept her eyes on the sky as well as the flurry of activity.  
 
    Flame spewed over the stars.. She blinked and the monstrous creature came into focus, his barbed wingtips spread across the sky, veined as a bat’s, claws blood-red in the reflected fire. Moonlight sparkled on his silver-tipped fangs. 
 
    His scales glimmered black as deep water in a cave to the nether realm.  
 
    Cold seeped through her, cold deeper than the ice of the high pass. She shuddered, her teeth chattering, gooseflesh crawling over her body. The enormous dragon’s shadow fell over the window and over her soul.  
 
    Neesa drove the great beast. The warrior princess needed no other sign of the sorceress than her dragon’s presence.  
 
    She clamped her teeth shut and held her breath. 
 
    The dragon beat the air, rising over the center of the city. His wind filled the room, making her nipples tight and her eyes dry. He dove straight down, silver spikes flashing.  
 
    Fang shot flame in a huge burst. Shrieks erupted, a woman and a man screaming in unthinkable pain.  
 
    Gritting her teeth, she stood unmoving against everything in her that strove to run to the blaze. Her muscles and toes cramped with the strain of staying in place. Obedience didn’t come easily. Gark’s barely-regained trust would burn as fatally as Fang’s victims if she defied him now. 
 
    The cries died. In her heart, she counted at least two deaths. 
 
    Her stomach turned. The dragon burned them alive.  
 
    Numb, her eyes gritty, she walked to the washstand. Glancing at the cold water, she decided to skip it. She felt as though she might not be warm ever again. Dressing without feeling in her hands or face, she didn’t stop to check her reflection in one of Gark’s shields. She pulled on her boots and slipped on the amulet he gave her.  
 
    Patting his magical gift between her breasts, she drew in a long breath and composed her thoughts. With long, slow, counted breaths she took herself to peace the way Yolo taught her. Her weapons master did her boundless good with his unconventional teachings from other realms. More and more often she drew on inner strength and acceptance to cope with the changes and uncomfortable feelings that were her life since the Gark captured her.  
 
    Squaring her shoulders and raising her head, she left his room and went to the kitchen. For the first time, she took over Dernen’s task of starting the stove. The former general may have rushed to battle, unless she was under orders to guard the princess.  
 
    It didn’t matter. Teza had to do something. Better to work in the kitchen alone than try to make conversation in orcish about unspeakable horror.  
 
    She put a pot of cider on the stove, so it would be hot for Gark’s return. With care, she arranged food for breakfast and set out the cooking pots ready to go.  
 
    Her movements felt slow, as though she waded in the river near the palace against the current. Karn used to duck her and she resented he was too big to duck in return. His eyes glittered when he shook his head like a dog, water drops shining like diamonds, getting all over her. She whipped her hair at him, catching him across his eyes and mouth. He sputtered, and the look he gave her was like nothing she’d seen in his eyes before. He grabbed her tight against his body. ‘Too bad I’m your cousin,’ he’d mumbled and let her go. 
 
    That had been the extent of her experience before Gark abducted her and made her his—concubine. If there was a word in orcish for what she was, if she was anything other than a captive, she didn’t know it.  
 
    Taking a rag to the table, she scrubbed the old wood harder than was needed. Making her muscles burn pulled her out of the past and out of thinking so much her situation. Bend like the reed. How much farther am I supposed to bend, Yolo? He has me on the ground.  
 
    She set the table and stood back, checking that all was in readiness.  
 
      
 
    The smell of smoke served as a reminder of Fang’s attack. Teza steadied herself with routine. Continuing to count her breaths, she washed with a pail of luxuriously warm water and a sea sponge. Remaining out of sight of the window, she toweled off at the washstand with rough pressure to make her skin tingle. Gark might jump through the opening at any moment. Boots had been clomping past for some time, but it would be like him to be among the last to return home. She’d be the same, if she were allowed. 
 
    It took all her patience to work through the tangles with her widest comb. All these years, she had no idea how much work went into caring for her hair. She buffed it with silk, catching sight of her full breasts bouncing. They appeared larger than before she set out to become a bride. 
 
    Closer to the window and still in shadow, she brushed her hair. A polished shield Gark hung for her mirror reflected her face, which seemed thinner, cheekbones out thrust and eyes large as a small one’s. She had the determined chin and strong forehead of a long line of warrior queens.  
 
    She cursed, fumbling the braiding. She didn’t have the knack of doing her hair. She missed Zenar’s deft hands and soothing voice. If she dared, she’d sneak through the city and try to find her. In quiet moments, she longed for easy banter, sharing secrets, feeling like an ordinary girl with her trusted companion.  
 
    Learning the guttural orcish tongue strained her. Each day she guarded against offending Gark, Dernen, stray orclings, and visitors of unknown rank. Constantly facing unknown situations left her drained.  
 
    How pampered she’d been.  
 
    She laid down her brush and drew her braid up with a cord. With a few more curses, she tied it into a club at her neck, the way the warrior queens wore theirs in paintings. 
 
      
 
    Gark thanked her for the meal she’d prepared as soon as she caught site of him returning beneath the smoke haze. He ate in silence and warmed his hand on the mug of cider.  
 
    She caught his appraising glances and blushed. Because she didn’t know where Dernen was, and didn’t want to risk anyone overhearing things she wanted to say, she left him in peace. Busying herself cleaning up the kitchen helped her hold her tongue. Despite wanting to fill the silence with questions and her need to act, she went to his room. Judging that she had time while he finished his cider, she folded a few things into her journey pack. It might prove important to be prepared to leave the house.  
 
    He entered as she tucked her water skin into the pack.  
 
    Without turning, she stood and nudged the pack under the bed with her foot. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes.” He hung his weapons and removed his belt and armor, not looking at her. 
 
    “People died?” 
 
    “Yes.” He heaved a sigh. “Two of them.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. That’s terrible.” 
 
    “It is. Thank you for the cider, it was good. You didn’t have to do that. You aren’t a servant.” 
 
    “I wanted to help.” 
 
    “I appreciate it. I’m sure Dernen will, too. She’s getting their boy settled with a friend’s family. The fire didn’t spread to the neighboring houses. The orcling water brigade moved fast.” 
 
    “That’s good that there were no other—.” She waved her hands behind his back, words failing. 
 
    He roared. “Excuse me.” He finally turned. “That wasn’t at you. I’m shocked that beast got in here. Two good people are dead and an orcling orphaned. It should not have happened. That—sorceress—should not have been able to enter the city, even with a dragon.” 
 
    She nodded, hoping to catch his distant eyes. This couldn’t wait. Her people were at danger here, too. She wiped her clamming hands at the washstand and rounded on him.   
 
    “Not to be unkind, but I must share strategic information as we are all under attack together. We’re better archers than you are.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” 
 
    It took an effort not to roll her eyes. “I’ve been here many, many days. I’ve explored the city. Never have I seen anyone with a bow. No guards carry them, not even on the walls. There are no notches in the towers. Nowhere is there an archery range with targets. Unless you train and house archers outside the city, which would be a serious error, you don’t even have archers, let alone skilled ones.”  
 
    “You are correct.” He tilted his head, assessing her. “You’re observant.”  
 
    “Somehow, despite the prophesies that I’m here to help save your furry ass, you keep ignoring that I’m descended from warrior queens, and that I am a warrior princess. That means I don’t sit on my tail drinking tea. I spar, I hone my sword, I learn more weapons, even such--” she held back the word barbaric, “unwieldy things as battle axes and maces.” She flung a gesture at his equipment on the walls. 
 
    A surprised chuckle escaped him.  
 
    “I could hurt you,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know it.” The pain in his eyes stopped her.  
 
    He didn’t mean physically, and she already had, a few times over.  
 
    Teza bowed her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to…sting. It’s necessary you understand that ‘warrior princess’ doesn’t mean decorative concubine nor a dependent female for you t0 protect. It sure as hell doesn’t mean fuck wench,” she let out one of the worst tavern terms she could recall. 
 
    Gark’s eyes widened. He put up his hands. “I have never said or thought any disrespect toward you for sharing my bed and pleasures. We aren’t so—formal about such things as your people. Perhaps I should have taken greater care with the differences between us.”  
 
    His abrupt stiffness and distance stung her. This wasn’t what she’d intended at all. Why did he have to be so damned difficult? One moment overbearing, the next, his heart naked to her, making her feel she’d upset a puppy. Damn it all, she couldn’t get anything right with him. 
 
    “Excuse me, I didn’t intend my words as an accusation.” 
 
    “Alright. Given that we’re sharing information about defense, I’d like you to understand we aren’t as foolish as you might think. Until now, nothing has breached our protections. Our spells and the objects of power that ring our city proved invincible. I’d have to consult the scrolls to find a tale of when an enemy entered the city itself, it was that long ago. Until now, it’s outside the city that enemies attack us with weapons, and most recently, by poisoning our orclings.” 
 
    “It horrifies me that anyone would harm them.” 
 
    “Evil and greed don’t care about innocent lives.” He brightened. “A messenger came at first light. Latham and the others responded well to the medicine. The healer said Latham reached the face of death and returned to us in strength. He’s got the sturdy body and powerful spirit of his blacksmith parents. Their loss is a blow us, and to him, most of all.” 
 
    She rested her hand on his arm. “I’m so glad the medicine healed the orclings.” 
 
    “Latham is already out of bed. A messenger told me his parents had to order him out of the shop last night. He’s eager to make more spear tips. He was.” His voice died. 
 
    “That’s wonderful. I’m so sorry for his loss, all of your loss, of the blacksmiths.”  
 
    “It’s a terrible thing, leaving Latham an orphan, and the city without blacksmiths. It could have been a far worse blaze and taken many more lives. If it had been summer…” Gark’s face drew tight, appearing years older than before the attack. 
 
    “Yes, I can picture a fire leaping from roof to roof, devouring dry thatch.” She shuddered.  
 
    “It’s bad as it is. That was an intentional strike, to slow our making weapons. They were our finest sword makers. Latham’s been making spear points and apprenticing at swords, but he can’t work as fast as his parents.” He spread his hands. “It may have been difficult for the sorceress to get through our defenses. I suspect it cost her to be melded with her familiar at this distance for so long. That’s the best explanation I can think of for the specific attack, and why Fang didn’t stay to do more harm.” 
 
    “We would do well to have archers on the walls and in the towers.” 
 
    He pursed his mouth, his tusks framing his thoughtful lips. “I will give the matter thought. I’m sorry to say, I don’t know that arrows will be much use against a sorceress-possessed dragon.” 
 
    “It’s still a dragon, with a physical body.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s no doubt protected by spells, though.” 
 
    “It would be worth trying to shoot it, wouldn’t it? We have excellent aim. If we can’t hit it, we’ll know it’s defended by Neesa’s power. If we do hit it, maybe we can put out its eyes or pierce it’s heart.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “I’d best not make you angry.” 
 
    “My realm may be at peace, but my studies include all manner of battle planning and war craft.” 
 
    “Even against creatures in which you did not believe?” 
 
    She waved aside the small matter of the target being a flying dragon. “That’s it.” She clapped her hands. “You mages cast spells on the arrow tips to pierce any magical defenses, the same way she pierced the city.” 
 
    He rubbed his chin. “That’s a worthy strategy.” 
 
    “Leave the shooting to us. It’s a living creature. We don’t like to kill animals, but we hunt when necessary and use all that we take. Some of us, that is. Other hunters in our realm chase and harm any living thing and take pleasure in it.” Her hand reached for her sword by habit. She ached to teach a local hunter a lesson about hurting orclings. Teach him how it felt to be helpless and in pain. Noticing Gark’s eyes keen on her face and gesture, she dropped her hand from where her sword should have been.   
 
    “You’re more fierce than I realized.” 
 
    “Warrior princess has a meaning in my realm.” 
 
    “Yes, I see it does. What else do you wish to tell me?” 
 
    “I need to spend time with my people. I must tell them what’s happening. How would you like to be a captive among people who don’t tell you anything when the city is under attack?” 
 
    His eyes widened. “I don’t know that that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I don’t sleep well for worrying about my people. We are free people. We’ve never lived under anyone else’s command. They became captives in my service. I’m responsible for their wellbeing. You can see that, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. I respect you. I would have the same concern for my warriors.” 
 
    “Good. We’re making progress.” 
 
    He raised a brow and tapped one huge foot on the floor in a slow rhythm. 
 
    Maddening king. Pressing her lips together, she eyed him up and down. Such a humiliating state as captivity would never happen to Gark.  
 
    Her frustration and helplessness were farther from him that the effort of learning an unknown language. A state of powerlessness must be beyond his imagining.  
 
    “Will there be anything else?” His courtesy conveyed a mix of amusement and annoyance. 
 
    She scanned him from the top of his huge head to the soles of his massive boots and back with slow insolence.  
 
    Everything about him, from his physical mastery to his strange abilities, made him untouchable to her kind. His powers and battle skills likely made him impervious to most other possible enemies. Except the sorceress. That vulnerability made her own importance to him understandable. Not only had he seen her in a vision that matched a prophesy sacred to him, he needed her.  
 
    “I risk speaking so plainly because working together to protect this city will benefit us all. I’m not meaning to be a problem to you, yet I’m not in the habit of acting deferential. Gark, you need me. We don’t have time to dance around playing games of false courtesy. That bitch will kill us. She’ll take one swipe after another like a cat toying with a mouse. She’ll blast this city to death. We must not remain divided while she catapults more damaging attacks.”  
 
    His chest expanded, and his chin rose so high she no longer saw his face. “The safety of my people depends on vanquishing her. The sorceress, alone of all the beings in the lands, could bring down this city and turn his people into thralls.” He shook his head. “I didn’t believe it until now.”   
 
    “Yes. Listen to me, not only your city and your people would fall.” Her stomach lurched at the thought. If Gark and his city fell, the approaching goblins would reach unspeakable human weapons that would burn other people to the bone. 
 
    He met her eyes. “Your people’s safety as well, I understand.”  
 
    His hand fell to her shoulder and she rocked under its weight.  
 
    “You’re brave. It takes great heart or sublime foolishness to speak so boldly to one who has power over you. Be calm. I’ll give your words good thought. I’m not so rigid in how I rule that I refuse to see what’s presented to me. Now, tell me why you’re angry with me.” 
 
    She took a step back and his big hand slipped from her shoulder, grazing her breast on its way to his side. 
 
    “Angry?” 
 
    “Yes. Your eyes flare like a bonfire and you look at me as though you’d enjoy skinning off my hide—and beat me over the head with the flat of a battle ax a few times.” 
 
    She laughed. “Well, that would be only to make sure someone’s at home in that great big skull of yours.” 
 
    He cocked his head, waiting. ‘ 
 
    “Very well. I miss my friends, especially my handmaiden Zenar. You’ve been kind to me, kept me company, you speak my language well, and I’m thankful for all your gifts. It’s just that I’ve always had her close to me. You haven’t allowed me to see any of them since you took us captive. I feel sad. That sadness and frustration of being unable to see and speak to my people and my friends builds to resentment and anger. You are, after all, the cause of this pain.” She bent her head and brushed the rug with her foot. It was one thing to speak plainly to him about the city’s defense, another to confront him for what he’d done to her, to all of them. Her stomach wobbled. 
 
     “You should have told me you wanted to see Zenar.”  
 
    She shifted off balance in her surprise. “I didn’t want to ask too much. I felt bad that I—betrayed you, when I escaped.” 
 
    “You are a strange combination of prickly pride and tenderness.” He surveyed her from her new boots to her plaited hair.  
 
    “So are you.” She flung her braids back, stung.  
 
    He laughed and swung her off her feet, crushing her to his chest.  
 
    She beat at his back.  
 
    “Put me down, you big—ogre.” 
 
    “Right away, your highness.” 
 
    Her eyes burned. How dare he? Not long ago, people used that title with respect. “Don’t mock me.” 
 
    “What mockery is it? Your highness is a title for a princess, is it not? My tutor was human. He spoke your speech all his life. He took great care in teaching me nuances of your tongue.” 
 
    “You. You’re impossible.” She shook her head, flailing with her feet to touch the floor. 
 
    He set her down and released her. 
 
    She tipped over, dizzy.  
 
    Moving so fast her sight of him blurred, he caught her elbow and steadied her. The massive half-orc was as uncanny as Yolo. She suspected he exercised as much mastery over heart and spirit as her training master.  
 
    She glared at him. “King. Mage. Ogre. Half-orc. Maddening beast. This language lacks words to describe you, and the few that might do so are forbidden to princesses. I might soon be moved to break those rules,” she pronounced between her teeth.  
 
    “Here, in orcish, we call a difficult one Garrh.” The fearsome growl showed all his teeth, tusks skyward. “By an ogre’s hairy ass, you’re beautiful!” His brows rose, all innocence. “I must assure you, I’m possible. Here. Feel.” He guided her hand to his erection.  
 
    She gasped. “Oh. Oh, you are. Huge, yet possible.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll show you.” He tossed her on the bed and jumped on top of her. “Tomorrow, I’ll send for Zenar to visit you. For now, I have you all to myself.”  
 
    “Yes, Gark.” She moaned and opened her legs.  
 
    He made her weak when he wanted her. How could she remain a warrior when he could do this to her?  
 
    “Enjoy it, Teza. It’s what you want. I’ll rock you into the heavens. ” 
 
    She relaxed. She let him. Her hand, of its own accord, stole to his cock and stroked it. She guided the thick head to her opening.  
 
    “Take me, Gark.” 
 
    He roared and filled her. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Monsters 
 
    Monsters 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zenar rushed past Dernen at the door and embraced Teza. She held her princess tight, then stood back to look at her. 
 
    “I’m so relieved to see you at last. We’ve been so afraid for you!” She lowered her voice and smirked. “What did you have to do with that monster to get me free to see you?” Her breathless question carried more than an edge of titillation. 
 
    Teza hesitated, but the habit of confiding everything to Zenar remained strong. She’d missed her friend. “I let him fuck me.” 
 
    Oh, oh, by all the gods! By the god with the hugest cock! Are you saying he didn’t split you to your forehead!” 
 
    “Apparently not.” She patted her forehead. “Still intact.” 
 
    “Your maidenhead—.” 
 
    “Not intact.” 
 
    “You ought to have done it the other way.” 
 
    “The other way?” 
 
    “Guide him into your nether hole, or even slick your hand with spit, bend over on your knees, and reach down to guide him inside. Pretend you’re letting him into your clam, and instead, get a good grip on him and have him fuck your hand. Whores do it all the time,” she asserted with a worldly air. 
 
    “You aren’t serious.” 
 
    “Entirely serious. Once a cock is hard, it wants only to get in a tight place. It doesn’t discern much where. At sea, in prisons, in bunk houses, or just by taste, some men do it to each other up the butt.” 
 
    “You’ve had an entire education of which I was unaware.” 
 
    “The subject never came up before.” 
 
    “In the palace, how could it?” 
 
    They giggled together.  
 
    “How do you like it? Fucking with him.” 
 
    “Oh, Zenar, I like it so much. Sometimes, when he’s done with me, I can hardly wait for him to do it again.” 
 
    “You’re pulling my ear. No, I mean it. 
 
    “Truth, by Lord Fif’s hairy butt hole.” They fell on the bed in a fit of laughter. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “He’s huge. I mean, his cock is massive. He has stamina. He’s not so much of a brute as you might think—brute enough though to be exciting.” She panted the words, eager to explain, growing wet as she spoke. “He’s tender, too, treats me as though he cherishes me. Zenar, he’s not a monster, he’s like an enormous man, a giant with acock to match, and he has a heart and soul as we do. He’s half human, all of the orcs in this city are. We share a blood line.” 
 
    “If you wanted to fuck a cousin, I would have picked Karn. He looks vigorous. The way you too always fought, I expected you to grow big with his baby at any time.” 
 
    She swatted her handmaiden’s arm. “I had no idea how naughty-minded you are.”  
 
    “It’s not naughty, that’s your nurse and the priests talking. For servants, a fuck is a fuck, although it’s convenient to marry, it’s not mandatory, and often it’s not possible, if you live in the palace and your man lives somewhere else. It isn’t as though the rest of us our royalty, involved in giving birth to kings.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.”  
 
    “How big is it?” 
 
    Teza held her hand a long way apart. 
 
    “Oh, by all that’s sacred.” 
 
    “You must be wide as a canyon now.” 
 
    Teza shut her mouth. She’d said enough, too much. Let Zenar think what she liked. Gark still praised her tightness. “Tell me how everyone’s doing,” the warrior princess changed the subject.  
 
    Zenar clasped her hand. “We are all set to help you. We’ve only been waiting for you to give the word. Your guards have prepared a wagon, they’ve built it in an abandoned shed, and we’ve all collected orcish clothing and rags to wrap our chests to help us look larger. The biggest men will guide the wagon, disguised as traders. We’ve been watching the gates in the wall since we arrived. We know the best way and the best times to smuggle you out of the city.” 
 
    “It will be dangerous.” 
 
    “We aren’t afraid. We’re prepared, I tell you. The only thing we’re afraid of is that you abandoned us.” 
 
    “No, never.” 
 
    “Let’s not remain stuck her much longer then. Lord Harsah might give you up for dead, and this whole terrible journey would be for nothing.” 
 
    “Right.” Teza swallowed. It wasn’t nothing to her, but in the face of Zenar’s faith, she couldn’t disagree. If her people thought she wouldn’t help them, was no longer with them, they might attempt to escape. Gark’s soldiers hadn’t harmed them, but in a battle, her guards would lose and might be killed. 
 
    “Do as I told you. Prepare yourself to be a virgin for your rightful bride groom.” Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t begrudge you what you’ve done with that—monster. Given the situation of being his captive, I might have done the same.” Distaste was clear on her face. “It surprises me you liked it. This is like that awful rumor about Queen Juss, that her stallion rode her more often than she rode him.” She snickered. 
 
    The tone of voice told her Zenar enjoyed telling these rumors. 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone about me and the king.” It took all her control not to shake her friend.   
 
    “No! I’d be mortified for us both.” Passing the window, she shook her hands at a cocky raven perched on the sill. It flew off with a blue-black flash of wings.  
 
    She shook her head. “Let me get a good look at you.” Her lips twisted. “I’d say that belly speaks of more than liking the food.” She stroked the warrior princess’s belly, much as Teza had taken to doing. “There’s no time to waste. We’ve got to get you out of this and—” she frowned, “Get rid of that. If it were another man, you might marry him fast and have him believe the baby was his. This, oh, no. Lord Harsah is known for cruelty. I was sworn not to tell you, but if you gave birth to a monster in his home, he’d likely have you drawn and quartered in the square. There was a wife before you you. It’s supposed to be a secret. She couldn’t produce an heir, so Lord Harsah had her burned as a witch and the priests anulled the marriage. He’s as much a virgin as you are.” She cackled, sounding not at all alright. “He’s called the Torturing Lord. He’s fond of having enemies beheaded and rivals hoisted alive on spikes stuck up you know where.” 
 
    “This is terrible talk.” Teza regretted asking for her friend, but the image of Lord Harsah as the true monster gave her another view of Gark’s abducting her. He may have saved her life.  
 
    She had proved fertile, so perhaps she could have survived the torturing lord. A shudder clicked her teeth together.  
 
    “Before I go, I must give you instructions to restore your maidenhead.” 
 
    Teza listened, her heart heavy.  
 
    When Zenar finally left, she kissed the air beside her friend’s face. She wasn’t sorry to see her go. She only prayed the titilated gossip would keep her damned mouth shut.   
 
      
 
    Teza hurried back from checking on Runeheld. Many neighbors had worked through the night to protect the barn roof from flames. She’d thanked everyone and admired the hides and metal sheets that now shielded her dragon’s home from fire.  
 
    She rushed into the kitchen and washed her hands, listening for Dernen. It struck her that she ought to help with lunch, the older woman had spent hours cooking for the blacksmiths’ funeral. Some days, Gark’s lack of servants wasn’t so charming. 
 
    “Teza, come here.” Gark called for her from his room. 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” She stopped in his doorway, toweling her hands.  
 
    His tense face prompted her to shut the door. 
 
    “Something happened while you were out, and I believe I ought to tell you.” 
 
    She put her hand to her mouth. “Not another death?”  
 
    “No, no. It’s about your handmaiden, Zenar.” 
 
    “Is she hurt?” 
 
    “No. This is difficult. She came in while I was in bed. I stretched out to rest from being on watch all night, and fell asleep. She got into the bed with me and—.” He gestured and frowned. “She tried to stimulate me to mount her.” 
 
    “What? What did you do?” 
 
    He stared at her. “I told her no.”  
 
    He took her hands. “You are the only one I want. Forever, Teza. I’m sorry to tell you this, but I thought you should know.”” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    Tears threatened, but she didn’t allow them out. The moment past, and fire replaced the pain. How dare Zenar betray her!  
 
    She clutched herself so tightly, her fingers gouged into her shoulders. She’d been so excited to have Zenar to visit, and she’d been overflowing about her new experiences. She should have kept her mouth shut, but a lifetime of confiding in her handmaiden made her incautious. Her words about Gark, her effusive, sensual boasting—her cheeks burned. She should never have said those things. It didn’t excuse Zenar, but she herself created the temptation.  
 
    She remembered one of Nurse’s songs, ‘Don’t boast of your man.’ Too late.   
 
    Digging her nails into her palms, she mastered herself. She’d never make that mistake again.  
 
    “May I—will you please have her brought to me? Outside?” She threw her hair back. She no longer wanted Zenar in her home. So many years as confidantes, now this.  
 
    “Yes. Of course.” He nodded and went out.  
 
    She stood straight and pressed her hands on the warm sill. A raven feather caught her eye. 
 
      
 
    Birdsong and a warm breeze didn’t break through the chill inside her as she waited. Dread grew heavier as she recognized Zenar approaching with a guard. Her dragging pace and downcast expression were so unlike Zenar, it confirmed the horror of the betrayal.  
 
    Her lifelong friend didn’t meet her eyes, only bowed her head lower, standing with her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Thank you,” Teza said to the guard.  
 
    The powerfully-built orc woman stepped back, keeping an eye on her captive.   
 
    “Zenar, Gark told me you tried to seduce him. How could you?” 
 
    Zenar pressed her hands to her face. “I don’t know. I was not myself. It was—as though I was sleeping.” 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth. I found myself walking here, and somehow I knew you weren’t in the house. I climbed into your window, and into your bed. Teza, I’m terrified of the orcs. I would not have climbed into bed with one! I could not stop myself. I—I touched his arm. I spread my legs, smiling, but my face was stiff, my lips trembled. He awakened and reached for me, but realized I wasn’t you. He shouted at me and ordered me to leave. I’m sorry. It was not purposeful. When I awakened, I thought it must have been a vivid dream. Am I sick?” She felt at her face, eyes anguished. “I love you, Teza. No one knows a word of what you said to me. I would never betray you. I’m sorry. Do you want to punish me?” 
 
    Teza stared at the shaking girl she’d once trusted above all others.  
 
    She didn’t seem to be lying, but what could she believe?  
 
    “The raven,” Zenar whispered. She pressed her fingers to her lips. “The one I shooed off the window sill when we talked—about Gark. Could it have been—.” She pointed toward distant mountains. 
 
    Teza gazed in that direction, envisioning the Neesa’s fortress. Dernen told her it was made from one of the mountains, a vast stone-hewn stronghold that cost the lives of countless goblins in the making. She grasped her throat, hiding a hard swallow of fear.  
 
    Zenar might be innocent. The sorceress might have used a raven as she used the dragon Fang to be her eyes. If so, the sorceress had done a terrible thing, destroying her trust in her handmaiden. The image of Zenar in bed with Gark made the tale difficult to believe.  
 
    Teza shook her head. “Go. Return with the guard to where they keep you. Follow the orders of the orcs. Tell the others to keep heart.” Her voice hardened. “Stay out of this house.”   
 
    Tears slipped down Zenar’s cheeks. She nodded, her lips moving, but she left without speaking.  
 
    Next to the mighty half-orc woman who guarded her, the handmaiden appeared small as a storybook elf.  
 
    Teza’s heart ached and ice crept through her bones. If it was true that a raven spied on her, there was no safety. Any creature, any person, might be in the service of their enemy. The tale might not be so far-fetched. Somehow, the sorceress compelled legions of goblins, vampires, orcs, and possibly humans to do her bidding. What was a handmaiden to Neesa, other than another possible instrument for pain and evil?  
 
      
 
    Back in the house, she lit a candle and said prayers to banish harm. She cleaned Gark’s room and changed the bed, needing everything fresh.  
 
    A search brought forth different blankets, too. Once the pillows were changed, the floor swept, and even the shields spotless, she felt at peace. 
 
      
 
    Wind bent the trees. A shadow darkened the window ledge next to the washstand. Water sloshed in the basin. Teza’s heart jolted, and she hurried to the window. Gark’s words that Neesa and Fang wanted to kill them flared through her. Teza flattened herself against the wall and peered out with her arm across her face.  
 
    The emerging storm bent the largest tree so far out of place, it blocked the sun. Bruise-dark clouds roiled above the forest, racing at the city.  
 
    A storm. A big storm, but only a storm, not Fang. She leaned back and caught her breath. Shadow made her heart lurch since the attack.  
 
    Wind knocked the house so hard, Gark’s shields, armor and swords rattled on their hooks.  
 
    Next time, it could be Fang. She stayed back from the window. If Fang attacked the palace, no one would be prepared.  
 
    The concept of a dragon, and more, one ruled by a sorceress, was unthinkable. Teza wouldn’t believe it if she hadn’t seen the flying monster herself.  
 
    Not monster. She thought of Runeheld’s limpid eyes, the way she still nuzzled her breasts. Fang was a monster because of Neesa’s control.  
 
    She sighed, shutting her eyes. It could be that dragons who weren’t connected to someone might attack. As much as Runeheld taught her, she didn’t fully fathom dragon nature. She mustn’t make the mistake of thinking Runeheld represented wild dragons, anymore than Gark represented orcs.   
 
    She drew a long breath and tugged on her tunic against the chill. Her breasts felt heavy and sore. Her nipples crinkled in the chill. They’d darkened. Glancing down, she touched her belly’s roundness. Not much, but enough to notice.  
 
    How long before Gark guessed that she carried their babies? She’d have to tell him before that point. She hugged herself. For both their sakes, she didn’t dare betray him again.  
 
    The whipping trees drew her eyes. She strained as far as she could see in the direction of home. Even if the mountains weren’t in the way, she wouldn’t be able to make out the palace.  
 
    The room wasn’t cold, thanks to the fire Gark made before he left on patrol, but Teza pulled on a soft cloak he’d given her. Wrapped in it, she settled into his massive arm chair, drawing up her feet and cocooning herself.  
 
    The coziness drew her back to when she was small, when storms excited her. She stayed in the nursery listening to Nurse’s tales. Back then, she had no idea that dragons, orcs, goblins, and sorceresses were real.  
 
    Sighing, she rubbed her face. As much as she wanted to retreat from it all, this world of threats was her life now. She drew herself up tall, pressing on the carved arms of the dark chair. Gark looked far more royal than usual when he sat in it.  
 
    She must look like she felt, small. Yet she was the scion of warrior queens. Her heart, her blood, the core of her womanhood—and possibly the glimmers of knowing that flashed at her—were their legacy. She’d honor them.  
 
    If need be, she’d fight to the death for the freedom of her people. Neesa must not be allowed to force more peoples into her butchering army.  
 
    If the sorceress succeeded, the world Teza treasured would die. The generations of queens and kings would burn from the land and leave no trace.  
 
    As difficult as it was to fathom, she must take on the task of Gark’s vision. She must battle Neesa.  
 
    She swung her legs, gripping the chair arms.  
 
    No. Her duty chewed at her. She wasn’t Gark’s pawn. 
 
    What had she become, an orc’s concubine? No matter her feelings for Gark, he’d captured her. He’d taken her from her path. 
 
    The realms must forge the alliance. None of them knew the great threat about to cut through their world. 
 
    It wasn’t too late. She could still fulfill her duty to save her people and their allies. It wouldn’t be easy to convince them of the dangers, but she had to try. First, she had to get to Prince Harsah and surrender to the marriage.  
 
    Frowning, the princess clamped her legs together. The prince must believe she was a virgin or there would be war.  
 
    She’d use the tricks Zenar tittered about, an herbal poultice to tighten her entrance, and holding her legs tightly together to give the impression of a modest and unbreached opening. In that way, she’d make the prince  believe he pierced her virginity. She’d conceal a needle in the side of the bed to prick her finger and leave blood on the sheet.  
 
    Other queens had sacrificed themselves for the realm. As she’d intended to play a part for Gark, she must play that part for the prince.  
 
    She could go and marry the stranger, she must.  
 
    As for her possible condition, there were ways to end it. Her eyes watered. None of this could be happening, but it was.  
 
    Closing her eyes tightly, Teza willed herself to do her duty. She didn’t want to marry the prince. She didn’t want a strange man to touch her.  
 
    She didn’t want anyone but Gark. She burned for him. A smile emerged. He’d ruined her. She told him the truth. No normal man could satisfy her now.  
 
    She wanted him.  
 
    Shaking off troubling thoughts, she stood. She stalked away from the chair. It was damned difficult to feel royal and authoritative next to massive furniture that made her feel like a small one playing house. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was time to discuss her people with Gark. The winter had eased its hold. Soon, she could send her people home and dispatch messengers to her intended bridegroom’s realm. She must warn them.  
 
    Gark was good. He’d send orcs to guard the travelers, she felt almost sure of it. She pressed her nails into her palms. Almost. She dreaded the conversation, though.  
 
    If only she could keep the sense of trust they shared. Acting as the warrior princess of her realm could damage everything. Still, she must. She paced the room, imagining him swinging the lethal, skull crushing swords, axes, and maces surrounding her. 
 
    Remembering her first sight of him filled her with tremors of several kinds. Her face burned. 
 
    What she felt for Gark must not destroy her resolve to act. She could not leave her realm unwarned and defenseless.  
 
    She gripped the window ledge. Her shoulders dropped. How could she send her parents such a tale? An evil sorceress with a dragon familiar and an army of goblins and enchanted people were going to make them mindless soldiers in her butchery of all who stood against her reign? She’d become the jester’s joke-butt. 
 
    Her kind relegated magic to nursery tales. They would not believe her.  
 
    No, but they would believe an army on the move, heading to attack. That’s what she would say. She’d warn them of weapons from above.  
 
    Embracing herself, she swung from side to side, as though evading an invisible sword. The magicians at court had promised flying craft to carry warriors. Their machines crashed on the cobblestones so many times, her parents forbade them to waste more precious metal on the effort.  
 
    At least the realm had plenty of swords, for what little good that would do against a sorceress, a mighty dragon with silver tipped fangs, and legions of orc, goblins, and humans. Damn. 
 
    Trees scraped the house in the force of the lashing wind.  
 
    The drenching storm would aid the snow melt. Soon, warmth would increase, and it would become safer for her people to return home through the high pass. With or without orc assistance. 
 
    Flickers of bitterness sparked through her. Her parents sent her to tough it in winter. Fulfilling the tradition of the winter bride and pleasing Lord Harsah’s mountain realm meant more to them than she did. She might have died in the avalanche or the dragon attack, if not for Gark. 
 
    ***  
 
    After a late dinner following Gark’s return from patrol, Teza rested cradled in his arms. In bed with him, she felt fully warm for the first time that day.  
 
    The fire and the cloak hadn’t been sufficient to drive off the chill in her heart. Gark gave her the warmth she craved.  
 
    She cursed herself as a traitor, but couldn’t deny the comfort he gave her.  
 
     “You are rounder. It suits you.” He nuzzled her neck, His gentle tusks tickled. 
 
    Teza giggled. “Thank you. The mountain air and Dernen’s cooking make me ravenous, and so do you. I’d read that mountain travel increases appetite, now I know it’s true.” She averted her face and strove to mask her thoughts. She sang her mothers song inside. He mustn’t know what she kept from him.  
 
    When the threat passed—. After she somehow defeated the sorceress, she’d give him the news that her moon courses had stopped and she had orclings in her womb.    
 
    She held still and pressed her hand to her mouth. 
 
    It was a fearsome task. She must defeat Neesa. 
 
    No, she mustn’t be drawn into his vision. He was not her king, not her master. When he was near, she fell into his desires. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t who she was born to become. Fated destiny coming from an orc be damned. He could allow her people to die. She wouldn’t.  
 
    He’d seduced her. He remained an enemy. Her mind and body recoiled from that thought.  
 
    Grabbing all her resolve, she drew away from him. It would be easier if he stopped sliding his enormous hand down her back to her ass in the way that made her feel like a wanton cat. She licked her lips and met his ardent gaze. 
 
    “It’s time, Gark.” 
 
    “What, what is it?” 
 
    ‘I must be armed, and you must free my people,’ is what she meant to say, but she choked and covered her mouth. Not long past, she escaped and he had to rescue her from that orc gang. Asking for a weapon at this stage would surpass what her nurse had called cheeky.  
 
    Perhaps if she got him in a receptive mood.  
 
    “Mount me.” She half-closed her eyes, meaning to feign lust, but mostly not wanting him to see she’d changed course. “I need you, Gark.” 
 
    Arching, she yanked at the heavy orc tunic and pulled it off her body. It fell to his floor.  
 
    His expression as he gazed at her nudity wasn’t what she expected.         
 
    He glared at her, eyes fierce, and threw her from him.  
 
    “If you want something from me, ask it. Don’t treat me like this, like some whore-monger to be teased and managed.” 
 
    “I—I’m sorry.” She fumbled into her tunic.  
 
    “I free you.” 
 
    “What? What?”        
 
    “You may leave.” He gestured the way he might scatter unruly orclings in his path.  
 
    Growling, he tossed her cloak and journey back to her.  
 
    She caught them, too numb to speak.   
 
    He pointed at the floor. Teza stared in confusion until she realized her meant for her to take her boots. 
 
    Scooping them up without bothering to put them on, she ran from the room. Stumbling, she ducked her head against Dernen’s stare and rushed out the kitchen door. 
 
    At the garden gate she held the post and struggled into her boots.    
 
    Under the wide sky of the too-foreign orc city, she skidded to a stop. Where could she go? 
 
    She ran to the massive barn housing Runeheld. The dragon flapped her wings and gave a puff of sparks in greeting. Teza ran to her and wrapped her arms around her dragon’s throat. As she held her, feeling her cool scales and warm breath, Teza marveled at how quickly the dragon had grown. She might be close to her full size. 
 
    “At least I have you. Or do I?” Would it be stealing if she took Runeheld?  
 
    Gark gave her as a gift. They bonded. He wouldn’t separate them, would he? He was strange, yet he did not seem cruel. Except for throwing her out. Yet he was right, she’d been playing him.  
 
    She ought to have asked him straight out for what she wanted. Now she had no choice but to go in quest of her sword. It was the only action that made sense. She’d gone from virgin,to taken by the orc, to his lover—to cast off by him.  
 
    Unarmed, no course opened before her. Whatever her role might be in all this turmoil, reclaiming her sword increased her options.   
 
    She needed to leave now, or she might weep. A crash came from behind the house. Dernen dropped a bowl of shelled peas.  
 
    His former general was probably in love with Gark. Well, welcome to him. The beast.  
 
    She backhanded one sneaking tear off her face and stroked the dragon’s muzzle. Her mind began to work faster. Flying with Runeheld now, in the light, was too great of a risk. The young dragon could be destroyed by Fang, and she had no way to defend her dragon or herself. She couldn’t fly to the high pass. 
 
    She patted Runeheld and hugged the young dragon’s cool neck. Runeheld’s trilling purr vibrated into her. “Good. I love you, too.”   
 
    Slipping out of the barn she ran at the back fence and vaulted over it. Making her way in the shadows of buildings, she headed for the stables.  
 
   


  
 

 The Sword 
 
    The Sword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Voices neared and she flattened herself against a pub, adjusting the hood to make sure her hair didn’t show. She ducked her head and pulled her hands into her sleeves like a turtle, to hide her far-from-green skin. 
 
    When the sounds receded, an answer to her problem came. Daston, the smart stable hand. He’d remember the whistle for her horse. She dared it.  
 
    The answering whistle gladdened her heart. She followed it, walking fast to meet him.  
 
    She stopped at the sight of him, grown to a tall young man. Had they been here so long?  
 
    Taking his arm, she led him into the deep shadow between two buildings, stepping sharp around a hissing tom cat.  
 
    “Daston. I’m so glad to see you. They aren’t keeping you confined?” 
 
    “I work at the stable. They don’t tie us or anything. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes. I need to get my sword. I dropped it in the pass when the—when these people attacked. It’s a lot to ask, dangerous.” She swallowed. “Can you help me get there?”   
 
    “Yes. I want to help. I knew you’d have a plan. Some people say you’ve forgotten us, that you’re comfortable with the orc leader.”  
 
    Is that what Zenar and most of them thought? “No, no. It’s—I did a foolish thing. I tried to escape in that human town on the way to the half-orc city. Orcs attacked me, different, mean orcs. I’ve been trying to regain the king’s trust. I didn’t even know he was a king at first.” Teza reached toward him and he started like a colt. “Are—are they feeding you well?”  
 
    He looked thin, but being far from home, eating foreign food, and worrying if your princess would ever help you get free could take weight off of almost anyone. Guilt took her.  
 
    “Yes, they feed us. We aren’t cold or suffering, not overworked, either.” He shrugged, looking past her, his face reddening. “We want to go home.” 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry. Please, tell everyone—I’m going to get all of you free. Right now, I have to get my sword.”  
 
    “Yes. There’s one gate, rarely used, that we’ve been watching.” His voice had deepened. He was a young man now. The way he’d shot up and his skin had cleared showed her weeks had passed while she dallied with the half-orc king. She felt horrible.  
 
    “Good. Let’s go. We must be swift.”  
 
    “We will be. I help in the stables. We’ll borrow a pown.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Have you seen the teeth on those animals?”  
 
    His teeth flashed. “They like me. I give them treats. They are as greedy as your horse.” 
 
    She smiled. She could no longer imagine ruffling his hair. He caught her staring. 
 
    “You’ve grown. You’re as tall as Karn.” 
 
    “I plan to knock him down when I return.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “He always made fun that I was a runt. Now that I’m not, he’ll eat dirt.”  
 
    “Mm.” She might never understand men. Her mouth twitched at the thought of her handsome cousin taken down by the former ‘runt.’ 
 
    He led her through back ways to an alley mouth facing a narrow gate. 
 
    “Wait here, Princess. I’ll bring the pown.”  
 
    She nodded, reluctant to let him go alone, but he’d be inconspicuous going about his work at the stable. The two of them could not pass without question. If anyone noticed her, the venture might be over. Her ears thundered with blocked tears. She didn’t want to explain to anyone that Gark sent her away. Once she found her sword, she’d decide what to do next. The pown would help enormously, and they could travel more safely than on foot. Even in the wonderful warm clothes Gark brought her, the chill in the pass would be difficult to bear for long.  
 
    She thought of grasping the icy sword. “Bring rope, and gloves, if you can. Thank you!” 
 
    He nodded and slipped away, sure-footed as a shadow.  
 
    At least she had her journey pack with food, water, and a blanket, in case. Something she learned from Nurse when she went on expeditions, when she was much younger than Daston was now. Always go prepared for a longer journey than you expect, provisions could save your life. Nurse’s man had starved to death in a gully, so Teza never argued. She missed Nurse more than her parents. She hoped she’d return before the old woman died.  
 
    Teza bit her lip. It was unlikely. The palace was no longer her home. One possible course of action made itself evident, as little as she wanted to consider it in the face of Gark’s rejection. She knew what she must bid for her people’s freedom. Herself. Gark showed every sign of wanting to keep her. It seemed a possible trade. She’d remain with him willingly if he’d set the others free.  
 
    She held a small hope some other resolution might be possible. If she didn’t wed Prince Harsah, she’d never be welcome to return to the palace, she was certain of that. She knew of only one tale of a disobedient princess. She fled an arranged marriage and was banished. It was said she drowned herself in a pool, and lay there still, as beautiful as in life, as a reminder to all of what happened to disobedient girls. Some claimed to have seen her. Teza didn’t believe it. It was like most tales, designed to make small ones behave.  
 
    She used to think that about orcs though, and orcs were real. Was there a pond somewhere, where a beautiful girl lay, her hair floating around her, a maiden to this day because she refused the fate her parents chose for her?  
 
    She shivered and drew the cloak close about her.  
 
    Daston’s sprightly footsteps followed by the rhythmic thumps of the pown came as a welcome relief from her pondering. She didn’t need dire thoughts as she left the relative safety of the orc city for the deadly pass.  
 
    She nerved herself to it and patted the creature’s neck. 
 
    It stood quietly. She hoped it was as fast and smart as Gark’s mount in case of avalanche or—she swallowed. She did not want to think Neesa’s dragon’s name.  
 
    “Well done, Daston.  
 
    “Thank you, Princess.” His cheeks reddened. “Hold a moment.” 
 
    He leaned out from their hiding place and looked both ways, then raced to unlatch the gate, mastering the lock with a narrow tool. He led her and the pown out of the city’s walls and took a moment to fasten the gate behind them. 
 
    Offering her his hands for a boost, he smiled shyly. “Here, you ride.” 
 
    “No, we’ll both ride. We must be swift.”  
 
    “Alright.” He leaped up on the pown, shifted uncomfortably, and offered her his hand.  
 
    Her face went hot, too. She’d never been so close to a man other than Gark. She accepted his hand and vaulted up behind him.   
 
    The pown picked up its pace and she gripped Daston’s lean, muscled torso without meaning to do so. 
 
    “It’s alright, Princess. Hold on, this is the swiftest pown. She’s just getting started!” 
 
    He was right. The pown raced away from the city, covering them in a cloud of dust.  
 
    The churning bits landing on her soon turned to specks of ice that stung and melted. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Teza shivered. The whitened sharp teeth of the mountains scraped the clouds ahead. The high pass looked dark, mysterious as a woman’s secret place.  
 
    They reached the pass, its maw as deep and forbidding as the cavern the dead traversed to the nether realms.  
 
    “Here, Princess.” Clever Daston handed her a short sword he’d hidden in a saddlebag. “Mind, I’m tall now, don’t take off my head,” he joked. His voice cracked, betraying his trepidation of entering the dark, icy passage.  
 
    Teza strained to recognize anything familiar in the pass. Her nerves strung tight as a harp, listening for marauding orcs, stealthy vampires, wind-churning dragon wings, or throat-slitting bandits. She watched for the place her bearers set down the litter when the Gark attacked. 
 
    Nothing looked familiar. It was all looming mountain flanks, rocks, and mounds of snow. The pown plodded onward, the snow growing deeper, making her fear they would soon have to turn back.       
 
    “Here, Princess. This is where they attacked us. I got a good look at that pointed stone when that orc bastard knocked me down.”  
 
    He stopped the pown and leaped down. The snow crunched under his boots. 
 
    “Please, gods, not another avalanche. Keep us safe.” Few things could be more horrible than being crushed under many bodies’ weight of snow. 
 
    While she’d been living as a guest in Gark’s home, the others had been pressed into service—or service of a different kind. They probably felt nothing but hatred for orcs. Would she go down in history as a traitor, a bigger fool than the drowned girl who wouldn’t marry her intended groom? 
 
    She shook it off. Nothing mattered now but retrieving her sword. She slipped down from the pown. Digging in her bag, she got hold of an apple to thank the beast. It chomped it off her palm.  
 
    “You’re right, she’s greedy as my horse, aren’t you, you fine creature?” She could swear it grinned. It finished the apple, licked its lips and purred. 
 
    “She likes you.”  
 
    “You’re good with her. When we get home, you deserve to get a groom’s position. Tell Elmlan I said so.” Her voice skipped on the word home, but she caught it and sounded more confident than she felt.  
 
    She stepped carefully to the edge of the narrow trail. As she paced back and forth searching for her sword, her stomach lurched at how steep the cliff appeared, how far and dark. Her eyes couldn’t measure the depth. What if it went all the way down, all the way to the nether realms? In one wicked scroll, the entrance to first nether realm was pictured as Lord Fif’s asshole.  
 
    “Here!” Daston paced the edge, too, less distracted by demons perhaps. 
 
    He pointed at a rock.  
 
    What is it?”  
 
    “A scratch from the litter. This is where the bearers but it down. Your sword must be near here.” 
 
    “Thank the gods for your sharp eyes.” 
 
    He bowed, reddening. “I aim to serve.” He turned away.  
 
    Peering into the abyss, she thought she saw a glint. Please, please, please. That had to be her sword. 
 
    “The rope, please, Daston.”  
 
    He hurried to the pown and returned with a large coil. Bless him for bringing a lot of rope.  
 
    Terror gripped her like an owl’s claw taking its prey. She looked at the rope. She looked into the deep. Damn. 
 
    “Would you like me to go, Princess?” 
 
    By Lord Fif’s hairy butt hole, yes. She pressed her lips together against the words. It wouldn’t do to shock him. “No.” She shook her head. “I must retrieve it.” Some cryptic thing Yolo said haunted her, that she must maintain her connection with the sword. She had a feeling it would be wrong to have Daston do this task. It was her weapon, she dropped it, she’d retrieve it. 
 
    He nodded and handed her a pair of stout leather gloves. She donned them. They were large, but would protect her hands from freezing—and from ripping on the rope.  
 
    “If this story ever does come out, Jingles will sing of your bravery and cleverness.” 
 
    “I don’t think my parents would be entertained.” She smiled at the thought of the jester singing this escapade at court.    
 
    “If you’ll forgive the familiarity, I think I’d better tie you into a harness for safety. It would be best for my life if no one knows we did this, but if it came out, my life would have no value at all if I allowed you to risk yours.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, do what you must.” She bit her lip, oddly uncomfortable alone with him now.  
 
    He reddened furiously as he fashioned the rope into a cage to support her body, drawing it between her legs, around her hips, and under her breasts. He made all of it snug like magic. He tied one end off around a pillar of stone and held the line.  
 
    Surveying the rocks below, he stopped next to the marked stone. “Alright. This looks like a good place to descend. There are foot holds.” 
 
    He handled the rope deftly. She felt glad he’d followed her. What had she been thinking to attempt this alone? She hadn’t been thinking.  
 
    She took a breath and stepped off into nothing. Gods help them if orcs arrived now. 
 
    Descending as fast as she could, she felt glad of the gloves. She went straight down, her feet clambering for holds, her shoulders burning from the unaccustomed strain.  
 
    He kept the rope taut and she felt secure despite the belly clenching lurches into the dark.  
 
    The glimmer grew more distinct.  
 
    Yes, her sword, right below her on a ledge. She reached out and grasped it, taking care to get a strong grip. The horrible moment of it slipping from her hand replayed. She grabbed it tighter.  
 
    Now, oh, now for the climb.  
 
    She tugged the rope. Considering the risk of avalanche, she didn’t dare shout. 
 
    Nothing. Her hear plummeted. Had he been attacked?  
 
    She waited, heart thudding. At last the rope went tight. She got a good grip on it and carefully passed her blade between ropes at her hip so it wouldn’t fall if she lost her grip. Holding the sword and the rope, she dug her boot toes into the rock face and tugged the rope again.  
 
    Daston drew her up, his grunting breaths coming to her as she reached the top, her arms and torso flaming with effort.  
 
    “Your pardon, Princess, you’re heavier than you look. I mean, you look wonderful, I just—.”  
 
    She growled at him and laughed. Under the circumstances, he was entitled to comment. “No offense taken. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    He coiled the rope and stowed it. With kind efficiency, he gave the pown water and a treat.  
 
    Bending near the animal, he provided Teza with a casual boost, then vaulted up after her.  
 
    This time, she put her arms around him without self consciousness. She’d trusted him with her life, and he helped her retrieve her precious sword. She no longer felt the distance of rank. 
 
    “Thank you, Daston. I don’t know what I would have done without you. From now on, call me Teza. I count you a true friend.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’m honored by your friendship. You would have made the sword come to you—Teza. ” 
 
    She wasn’t sure if he was serious. Did the people think she was magic, that she could do some simple thing with secret powers and save them, but chose not to? 
 
    The pown set off beneath them. She sat on the rushing mount, her hair flying, and could find no words. Without planning it, she allowed Daston to take her back to the city. They didn’t have provisions enough to get anywhere, and she had no coins. A fleeting thought of journeying on to Lord Harsah taunted her, but that would be going from one form of captivity to another. She had no idea whether he’d help her. She could hardly ask him to send soldiers without mentioning the half-orcs and their magic, and once she did that. No, she wouldn’t ask Daston to risk himself further than he had, and she needed to get warm. She’d check on Runeheld and sleep in the barn tonight. She was free. Where else would she sleep?   
 
      
 
    They reached the edge of the city before dark. Its towers and wall cast a darker shadow against the midnight blue velvet pricked with stars.  
 
    “Well done, Daston. I thank your from my heart, friend.” She dug in the saddle bags and pressed the bag of food into his hands. It was all she had to give him, and she had no appetite. “Please ask everyone to be patient. The spring thaw approaches. The pass will be much safer then. Soon, I will negotiate for everyone’s release.” She was glad he couldn’t see her face.  
 
    “I’ll tell them.” He jumped down and offered his hand. She smiled, slipped, and landed close to him.  
 
    Her heart thudded at their sudden closeness.  
 
    She stepped back. It was true, Gark had ruined her for all other men. To her parents, what would be worse, a tryst with a stable boy, or being concubine to an orc? That he was half human and royal would make no difference to them. She was no longer a maiden, no longer bride goods.   
 
    It hit her with certainty, they’d want her dead in either case. Choosing to fuck with anyone other than their chosen ally made her worthless. Her value to them was as marriage fodder. Anything she might do of her own will made her a disgrace, fit only to be banished to death. That was the meaning of the drowned girl.     
 
      
 
    Barely daring to breathe, she crossed the field to the barn, staying as far from the house as she could. In spite of everything, it was good to be back within the city walls. It was so much warmer here than in the mountains.  
 
    The barn door creaked and she held still, her heart racing, loud as the pown’s hoofs on the road. 
 
    “At last. You’ve been gone a long time.” 
 
    “Oh!” She jumped.  
 
    “Easy. I didn’t mean to frighten you. Teza, I’m sorry. I’m rough. It’s never been my way to involve myself with anyone. Not for more than a night or two.” He pushed his hand through his hair. “When I came to my senses and realized I’d sent you away. Damn my temper. I’m not cut out for any of this. Soldiers, supplies, my city, these I know how to manage.” He shrugged. “You, I know nothing. You sting me with your truth speaking, your passion do right by your people, the way you distance yourself and treat me as the enemy. You’re right, I captured all of you. I abducted you and kept you for myself.” He flashed a smile that made his tusks shine in the light spear passing through the barn door. “If it helps, everything I told you about the prophesy and my vision of you is true. You’re meant for me. I suppose that doesn’t excuse my being so abrupt about claiming you like a battle prize, and you a virgin at the time.” He licked his lips, undercutting his apology.  
 
    He obviously wasn’t sorry about giving her her first fuck.  
 
    Teza wasn’t sorry about it either.  
 
    “Yes,” was all she said, wanting to hear what else he’d say.  
 
    “You amaze me every day. It’s not only that you’re beautiful and lush-bodied and smart, and that our bodies fit in an incredible way even though I’m huge and you’re small,” his eyes glowed with lust and his tongue ran over his lips again. “You push my face into things I missed, point out things I don’t know, things I need to know, to protect my city. You were right that we ought to try the archers, and that I ought to treat all your people as allies, not as captives. I know you know you’re right, and I could damned near see you biting your tongue to keep from shouting or giving me direct orders to stop being a butt. It was infuriating. Especially the way you push my face into how much I need you. Yes, I do. You act like you don’t need me at all. You’d even rather go out into the world alone, unarmed, coin-less, than fight this out with me.” 
 
    He sounded so forlorn, she stepped closer and looked up into his face. The moonlight made a stripe that showed him her eyes.  
 
    He loved her. It couldn’t be any plainer.  
 
    “Gark, you freed me and ordered me to leave.” 
 
    A crooked smile made him look younger than Daston. “You weren’t supposed to leave. An orc woman, and orc woman who wanted me, would have punched me. My shoulders would be bruised by now, and my scalp sore from hair pulling, and my cock would be buried deep where it belongs, and your nails would score my back and ass, making me remember full respect for you as my queen. If you were an orc woman.” His voice died away. 
 
    “Well. I’m not an orc woman, but I think we can still get that last part right.” Inspired, she hauled off and punched his huge arm. He’d practically handed her an invitation.  
 
    “Ow. Believe me, I’m damned glad you’re not an orc woman.” He hurried on, “Yes, let’s get the last part right. An excellent idea, as so many of your ideas are.” 
 
    “I’m going to see to Runeheld first. I’ll be in in a few minutes.” 
 
    Don’t keep me waiting.” He crushed her to him and bruised her mouth, and tusks and lips brutal.  
 
    Her knees collapsed and she clutched him.  
 
    She’d claw the nether ass out of his back, alright. 
 
    “Get out of here!”  
 
    As soon as he headed for the door, she yanked at her cloak and wrapped it around the sword she’d concealed beneath it. With the cloak-muffled sword bundled with her journey pack, she hoped to get it into the room without his seeing it.  
 
    Gark stopped in the doorway. “I’ll see you in bed.” He took a long look at her, eyes eager. His long, long tongue made a slow swipe across his full lower lip. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Punished 
 
    Punished 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Teza hurried to the bedroom to announce that lunch was ready. With every step she felt the pummeling Gark’s cock gave her the night before. It had been a homecoming fuck to remember. In the doorway, she skidded to a stop.  
 
    Gark stood looking down at something as though he’d found a viper in his bed.  
 
    Her heart lurched.  
 
    He found the sword. 
 
    “How could you think you could bring this here and I wouldn’t know? It’s metal,” he said, as though that should mean something.  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Did you plan to kill me?” 
 
    “No, oh, no.” She threw herself at his feet, shocked at herself, but not knowing how she could take away the pain in his eyes. “I want to help, Gark! I felt so helpless when the dragon attacked.” 
 
    “We’ve managed without you all this time. You wanted to help, so you disobeyed me, risking a horrific death under an orc gang. I didn’t want to alarm you, but they pride themselves on never letting a woman get away. You would do well to learn caution.”  
 
    Now you kneel before me as though your gesture of submission, much too late after sending shards of horror through me that you might be dead or lying out there bleeding to death…your kneeling is supposed to make this alright. It isn’t alright. Get up from there now.” His voice cracked at her. “Have your sword, it means to much to you. Sleep with it.” His contempt lashed her. He pounded out of the room 
 
    She would have submitted to another spanking gladly, but he would not stop. He’d hear nothing from her. The front door banged and he was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite all her training, she quailed at his return. Outwardly, she stood and held her head high. Inside, she weeped. 
 
    Gark planted himself before her, tusks gleaming, his wide chest working like a belows. “You want to disobey me and be treated like a prisoner. Very well. I will show you where we keep prisoners.” 
 
    With one of his swift moves that registered as a blur, he lashed her hands behind her back. In hard silence, he marched her through the city. Residents of all ages turned to stare. No one spoke to them.  
 
    He prodded her to keep moving, keeping a brisk pace past the sheltering rocks where he showed her Runeheld when her dragon was a baby. Her eyes welled. He pushed her past huge standing stones carved with unknown symbols and half-dragged up up a hill to a massive stone keep. The enormous structure reminded her of abandoned castles she’d seen along the coast on a sea journey with her father. She wasn’t sure if earlier orcs had made this, or if people of another kind had left it. This was not the time to ask.  
 
    Armed guards appeared out of the shadows and stood to attention as Gark approached the massive door.  
 
    It struck her he meant to leave her in this place. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “Please, no. I’ll obey. I promise.” 
 
    “Your promises no longer mean anything.” 
 
    The guards opened the heavy doors. 
 
    Gark took her down wide stairs with treads too high for her. They were made for orc legs. He gripped her arm and took her to a—a dungeon. 
 
    Teza flung herself at the low table in front of her and presented her bare ass to him. It was all she could thing to do.  
 
    He roared. He spanked her ass with a fury.  
 
    Leather lashes whistled through the air. The whip made her scream, and he growled as he whipped her. 
 
    Panting behind her, he pushed grease into her ass from a vessel on the floor. The slick sound made Zenar’s words come back to her, that she should have taken him up the ass instead of sacrificing her maidenhead. For a heartbeat, she imagined sneaking her hand back there. Instead, she held onto the the table legs and gritted her teeth. 
 
    She shoved his cock up her nether realm in one relentless stroke, broad head opening her, making her shriek, the shaft following on hot grease, plunging deep into her darkness.   
 
    He fucked her ass savagely.  
 
    She cried under his force, but even in the ferocious fuck she felt such relief in their connection, to have him inside her. She hadn’t lost him. It had seemed for a horrible day that she’d ruined everything forever.  
 
    Maybe she was a traitor. She couldn’t stand the thought of it. Still, there wasn’t much she wouldn’t do to keep Gark coming to her and fucking her. 
 
    He hit her deep inside.  
 
    She groaned. 
 
    He wrapped her hair around his fist and yanked her head back. Leaning over her shoulder, he savaged her mouth, scraping his tusks against her lips.  
 
    She hoped he left marks. She wanted to be marked by him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He carried her home in his arms, bathed her with gentle hands, and put her to bed. She knew no more until she wakened in the dark. Gark stood naked, working grease into his weapons belt.  
 
    The scent of it brought back what he’d done to her in the dungeon. The memory of his huge cock lanced up her ass.   
 
    When she came to herself, words poured out of her. She was a warrior princess, damn it, not chattel.  
 
    “You. Listen to me. You want me because I’m a warrior. Your prophesy shows me fighting the sorceress. You must allow me to be a warrior.” 
 
    “I must?” He hung the belt and stroked his chin. “You’re brave. No one speaks to me this way.” 
 
    “Let’s not spar about words and manners. I need you to understand, that to be what you want, to fulfill the prophesy, if I have any chance at that at all, you—.” She shook her hands, threw back her head and roared like an orc. “I must be who I am, not hampered at every moment, treated like a concubine instead of a warrior princess. I need my mind free for training and preparing for battle. I need my heart clear for strengthening my bond with Runeheld. We must practice well and fly into battle united. I don’t need to be ground down and forbidden access to my people and my weapons.” She leaped out of his bed, her breasts bobbing. Standing strong, she met him with the full force of her convictions. Juddering with her fierce protectiveness of the people relying on her. 
 
    The king blinked. “Well said, although far from…deferential.” 
 
    “I’m a princess. I don’t do deferential.” 
 
    Gark chuckled. “I see. What would it take for you to be able to concentrate on your training?” 
 
    “Return my sword to me and free my people. I want a dagger, too, and armor, the lightest you’ve got. Armor for Runeheld as well. We need a large shield, as strong and light as possible. Large enough to protect my dragon’s eyes if need be.” She’d been thinking about this for hours. Time drew short, these things must be begun immediately. 
 
    “Anything else, your highness?” 
 
    “Yes, all of it immediately. Tomorrow, grant a day of freedom for my people so we can be together. I promise you we will not attempt to escape. The ice and avalanches make it impossible for us to return home yet.” 
 
    His face constricted. He stroked his mouth and chin, hiding his tucks for moment.  
 
    “Yes, not that it would necessarily stop someone desperate. Or stubborn.” His glance took her back to her escape attempt. 
 
    “I give you my word, no one will leave this city.” 
 
    “Not tomorrow, your highness. The following day, I grant your day of freedom.” 
 
    She bowed her head, biting her tongue against the urge to push it. It was more of a concession than she expected. Years of sparring and strategy games with Yolo taught her not to show anything on her face. 
 
    With a strong step, she reached him and offered her hand.  
 
    He stared down at it. His face twitched. He enfolded it in his massive mitt.    
 
    Teza sighed. The negotiation was underway at last. She could barely wait to speak to everyone and see them again. Too much delay, and there’s no telling what Zenar might do or say, or what the others might decide to do. Zenar had been right about one thing, there was no time to waste.  
 
    “I thank you, Gark. I’m curious, though. What is it about tomorrow?”  
 
    “There’s a merchant caravan coming in. My scouts reported they had to come the long way around because the high pass is blocked. This may be the last large delivery of goods we get until summer, and it’s possible we could come under siege of Neesa marches her army at us, as I expect her to do.” 
 
    “Market days are a festive time, but not a time to add further chaos to the city. Nothing against your people, I simply don’t want them running around loose with a lot of outsiders and wagons in town.” He narrowed her eyes. “They might take it in their minds to steal you back. I would.” 
 
    “Oh.” She forced herself to smile, but felt he must see through her. All her clever thinking, all her people’s preparation, and he was a step ahead of them all. No doubt his soldiers would look closely at every unfamiliar person leaving the gates and search any unknown wagons. Her people wouldn’t have seen that happen because the soldiers knew everyone flowing in and out of the city. That had to be an advantage for a stronghold with virulent enemies among its neighbors.      
 
    “This has happened before. No trade flows until late in the spring. The pass is too dangerous during the snow melt, and it’s a journey of many days to reach another route through the mountains. That way is only slightly less treacherous, and it may be impassable by now as well. These merchants travel to other cities to shop, not returning to their homes until the pass clears. Avalanches and flooding are frequent this time of year.” 
 
    She glanced at him through her lashes. He could have no idea how trapped she felt. Not by him, by all of it.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alone again, she busied herself tidying the room, preferring to keep order herself to having Dernen do it. If Gark had expected her to clean, she wouldn’t want to do it. His being clear that she wasn’t a servant allowed her to do as she wished in his home without breaking her pride.   
 
    She leaned out the window, feeling the solidity of Gark’s home around her. It was a large, good house, but it was no palace.  
 
    Beyond the window, orclings from other homes played in the garden and tumbled in the long field between the house and the barn. Their sounds no longer jarred her.  
 
    Today, their antics made her smile. They tussled like puppies. The freedom of the city’s children to frolic near the king’s home still surprised her. In her early years, no commoner would have dared to approach her. Karn had been one of the few playmates she was allowed. The rare visiting princesses from realms without warrior queens were no fun.  
 
    It remained odd her that Gark had only retired General Dernen looking after him, not the legion of servants required to care for every royal person in her home palace. 
 
    With a pang, sorrow that she’d doubted Zenar’s loyalty took her out of her pleasure in Gark’s un-kingly ways. 
 
    Now that she’d recovered from the shock, she was certain the sorceress bewitched Zenar into betraying her. She believed her friend. Zenar had always been more than a handmaiden to her. Their hearts beat together. They shed tears together and triumphed together, even sparred together, growing close as twins. 
 
    Zenar’s harsh words about her fucking Gark and about her roundness cut her, but she could hardly have expected her to react otherwise. Until recently, she herself had thought orcs to be ogres of the nursery tales, not living things. If she’d imagined they could exist at all, she would have been equally horrified if Zenar admitted fucking one, especially while in captivity after being abducted. Everything in her life was so strange, and not as it seemed. Her head hurt.   
 
    She had to apologize for doubting her. Now that her mind had cleared, Zenar’s account made sense. She’d seen the cocky raven on this windowsill herself. The bird had even left a feather. She plucked it from a spider’s web and turned it in her fingers. Green and blue moved on the glossy black surface like a rainbow in rippling water.  
 
    Frowning with the effort to recall uses of feathers, she put it in her journey pack. It might serve her.. She knew little of spell craft. From what she’d learned from Nurse, natural objects, and things connected to a person the spell concerned, were of use.  
 
    She drew herself up straight. was truly contemplating witchcraft. She’d traveled a long way from home.    
 
    The poison the sorceress injected into her life and her dearest friendship changed things. Before, she felt it was her duty to prepare for this battle. It was a strange, distant thing, trying to conceive of herself as a figure out of myth. Neesa’s spying via the raven and her manipulation of Zenar by sorcery changed the war. Now, it was personal.  
 
    The laughter of the orclings pulled at her. They could teach her to drop all the concerns tugging at her heart and her loyalties.    
 
    On impulse, she slipped into trousers and jumped out of the window. She whooped and took a run at the orclings. The older ones gave her startled looks, but smiled. The younger ones giggled and stepped back, as though unsure if playing with her was allowed. 
 
    Two big boys and a girl went at her, as though testing her mettle.  
 
    Breathing deep, she applied what she’d learned from Yolo, allowing the weight of larger opponents to work against them. She ducked, parried, moved like the wind.  
 
    The glee on their faces turned to surprises as she evaded their attempts to get hold of her.  
 
    Their leader managed to grab her and tackle her to the ground.  
 
    Her years of practicing falling served her in good stead. She’d be bruised, but wasn’t harmed. 
 
    Glancing up at the orcling who felled her, she recognized the blacksmiths’ son Latham.    
 
    She offered him her hand, and he levered her up. His companions clapping him on the back in congratulations.  
 
    The smaller ones crowded close, having seen she was fun and no threat. She smiled at them all, elated.   
 
    “We thought you’d break like a stick.” Latham showed all his teeth, standing tall, pleased with himself. He was the largest of this group of orclings. 
 
    Teza dusted herself off and made a face at him. “Thanks.” She liked the lad.    
 
    Latham laughed, displaying fine, strong tusks like his parents’. “You’re alright.” He had the blacksmith couple’s dark, green-ringed eyes. 
 
    “So are you.” 
 
    He gave her a puzzled look. “I know that. I live here.”    
 
    His simple assertion heightened her sense of being foreign in every sense. He was right. He belonged here. She was the outsider, the only one with something to prove. 
 
    A noise at the window caught her attention. She still started at sudden sounds since Fang’s attack, and she was on the lookout for raven spies— or anything else Neesa might enchant.  
 
    Gark stood leaning out, his mouth open in surprise. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Playing.” She cocked her head. “Look who I found,” she tilted her chin toward Latham. It was remarkable he’d weathered the loss of his parents so well. It made her want to learn more about the beliefs here.  
 
    He shook his head. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself. I’m impressed, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea. He’s a powerful orcling who pounds out spear tips.” He smiled at the young blacksmith. “They don’t know their strength or abilities yet. They could crack your skull or break your neck.” He flinched.  
 
    It shocked her to see him disturbed at the thought of her being harmed. 
 
    She rose to her full height. “No, they won’t. I’ve trained with larger opponents all my life. It’s part of my task here, to join in and learn, not stand on the sidelines as an outsider. In battle, I’d better be able to keep my skull and neck intact. If I can’t manage it in the backyard with the orclings, I don’t have a chance.” 
 
    Without waiting for him to respond, she crouched and ran back into the fray. She and the orclings weren’t about to wait around for permission from adults.  
 
    Teza got hold of Latham at the knees and bore him down. He whooped in surprise. Her fingers tested his ribs to discover if he was a ticklish as Karn. Yes! 
 
    He dissolved in helpless laughter. The others fell to the ground around them, catching the giggles. Adults stopped what they were doing. They craned for a sight of orclings chuckling out of control.  
 
    Dernen rushed out of the house wiping her hands on her apron. The former general stopped short. A smile changed her face, making her as young as the orc girl at Teza’s side who lay convulsed with tears of joy running down her face.  
 
    “Some places, they’d call you witch, Teza. I’ve never seen an outsider with such a way with orclings. She cast a glance at Gark, followed by a harder look at the princess. Half chuckling, half stern, she marched back inside, shutting the door firmly on the sight of their mirth.  
 
    “I had no idea that the fulfillment of the prophesy would be anything like this.” His face appeared blank. He drew himself back into his room, leaving Teza staring up at the sky, surrounded by the tickled half-orc future of his city.  
 
    Holding off two orclings with her small hands, warrior princess Teza grinned, exhilarated. In a way she hadn’t dreamed possible, she felt this could be home. 
 
    Now she had to plan what to say to her people to prevent them from ruining their chances at being freed. She’d made such progress with Gark, she’d get him to let them go. If they tried to escape, though, that would ruin everything. Having to wait another day was difficult, but she’d use the time to plan, and to train with Runeheld.  
 
    She rested her hand on her belly. This was where Zenar’s words hurt her the most. She did not want to give up the orclings. Becoming the bride of a murdering torturer didn’t appeal to her, either.  
 
    Somewhere in the scrolls there might be a key to defeating Neesa.   
 
       
 
   


  
 

 The Burning  
 
    The Burning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Teza lay next to Gark, her heart gladdened from the day of feasting and freedom with her people. She felt languid as a well-fed palace cat settling in for a nap. She’d accompanied her people after the celebration, checking on their new quarters in the heart of the city, the guards bivouacked with Gark’s own soldiers, others given quarters in spare rooms in the larger houses. Despite a few looks of discomfort on both sides, the moves went smoothly, and the accommodations were good. It was a good thing. Greater familiarity could lead to breaking down barriers. They needed to know and trust one another better to work well in defense and offense against their common enemies. Tonight, she would sleep well. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A shriek spit the night, a young voice filled with unendurable pain.  
 
    Teza grabbed the lightest of Gark’s swords and jumped out the window, making it across the yard and toward the center where the cry continued, raw, piercing, stomach-turning.  
 
    The glow of fire rose from the blacksmith’s shop. A smell of seared meat filled the air with a sour, dark, sulfurous smell over it.  
 
    Powerful wind buffeted her. Fang crossed the moon, wheeling over the city, silver fangs flashing, glowing red at the tips.  
 
    “No. Oh, no.” Her side lanced with pain, she reached the shop. A small figure lurched toward the entrance, in flames from feet to raised hands. She recognized Latham from his size. Fire covered his face.  
 
    Crying out a prayer, she ripped off her nightgown, dipped it in the trough, and threw it over him.  
 
    His cry died as a few of the flames died on his falling body. Carefully she turned him in the dirt to put out his back. 
 
    Strong hands gripped her, ferocious against her arms.  
 
    She came near to slashing out with her sword, but wouldn’t leave off putting out the fire on the orcling’s hands with her wet gown. 
 
    “Teza! Stop.” Gark’s ragged voice reached her as though he were speaking from a long way off. “He’s gone. Come away.” 
 
    “No. No!” 
 
    “There’s nothing more you can do. He’s in the gods’ care now.” 
 
    “He—he burned like a torch. That monster, that sorceress driven monster burned him.” 
 
    “Yes, you couldn’t have saved him. Let me cover you. Please, Teza. Stop.” 
 
    She rose, shaking, her eyes telling her Gark spoke the truth. The blackened body with bubbled skin lay still, no breath, the agony over. Before Gark could stop her, she bent again. Trembling, she covered the orcling’s face and body with her gown and said a prayer over him for a safe journey home.  
 
    “I will avenge you, Latham. I promise you that.” Her eyes burned and her voice rasped with smoke. “There is no place that bitch can hide where I will not go to end her life.” She said it under her breath, not for Latham, but as a vow upon her honor to her ancestors and the goddess of war.  
 
    Numb, she surrendered to Gark covering her with his cloak. When his big arms scooped her up and carried her off as though she were an orcling, she did not resist.  
 
    “Guards, get Kalfune here with his cart to take young Latham to the circle for a pyre with all respect. Send word to Dernen and the large houses to prepare a funeral feast. We will gather at the stones when the moon is right above the Zigsang’s mark.” 
 
    “It will be done.” 
 
    Shakes took her so hard her teeth chattered.  
 
    Dernen opened the door before they reached it and ushered them into Gark’s bedroom where she’d laid a fire and put hot stones into the bed. She cleared the warmed area and bundled the covers around Teza.  
 
    “It’s a horrible thing,” she smoothed Teza’s hair away from her face. “The guards ran and told me. I knew you’d be in shock. No shame in that, young warrior.” The old general said in a low voice, only for her ears. “I’ve seen much death in battle, bad accidents, too. What you saw, what you attempted, that’s something right from foulest nether regions, and I’m sorry for you.” She took hold of Teza’s arms and lifted her hands into the light.  
 
    “Gark, wring out those cloths in the cold water and bring them with the dry towels.” 
 
    He moved fast, not hesitating to obey the order. Teza watched in wonder as they worked together to help her. She hadn’t even felt the burns, but the sensation started once she saw them. 
 
    Dernen and Gark applied the cold cloths to Teza’s burns and wrapped her hands and arms in the big towels to keep from getting her and the bed wet, protecting her from chill.  
 
    Readjusting the blankets, Dernen nodded in satisfaction. “There. We’ll have a healer in with a salve to take away the pain and prevent scarring. She’s on her way.” Here’s a calming tea in the meantime to warm your insides.” She poured a cup from a pot on the dresser.  
 
    Gark arranged the pillows to make her comfortable and held the cup for her to drink.  
 
    The tenderness from the both almost undid her. But she was too angry to cry. 
 
    “It’s so wrong. Latham. His parents were killed in Fang’s first attack, and the orcling only just escaped dying from poison thanks to the medicine you brought. To be cut down, burned alive… it’s heinous.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “I saw, I saw a sword on the work bench. He was only strong enough to get up and he was out in the workshop helping for the battle effort.” 
 
    A tear ran down her face. 
 
    “He was good and brave. We will remember him for that.” Gark turned and murmured to Dernen and she left them. 
 
    Teza pushed out of the big bed, discarding the towels. She unwrapped her arms and checked them. Not bad. 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll come back for your medicine person later.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    She gestured beyond the window. “Out there.” 
 
    “Teza, stay here, wait at least to have your hands—.” 
 
    “I said I’m fine. Don’t coddle me, damn it. This is war.” 
 
    He gripped her arm, towering over her. “Teza, you are under my protection.” 
 
    “Let me go! I want to help. I need to help.” 
 
    Gark stared at his hand on her arm and released her. “I don’t want any harm to come to you.” 
 
    Teza forced calm into her voice. “I understand that. You should see the bruisers I trained with at home, then you wouldn’t treat me as though I were some—too-breakable vessel!” Homesickness jabbed her belly like a blunt sword in the ring. Damned Karn had taught her well about guarding her lower quadrants. She missed Karn and Yolo with an ache like the longing for water. Here and now though, she had new duties. She must help prepare the barn and soothe Runeheld.  
 
    Gark gave a sharp nod. “Go then. There will be a funeral tonight. You’ll see the pyre’s sparks rising into the sky if you don’t notice others heading to the stone ring before then. You are welcome to join us in seeing young Latham on his journey.” 
 
    She swallowed, the horror of the orcling’s loss rendering her motionless. It occurred to her that I knew little about the half-orc’s beliefs. That in the world of the palace with the nursery tales about ogres, it was inconceivable they had ceremonies. If she mentioned this to the priests one day, they would no doubt argue that orcs could not have souls. If the reality of orcs and goblins never reached them, they would also argue that they were imaginary, so their deaths and funerals weren’t real. Maybe such thoughts allowed humans who poisoned and clubbed them to feel at ease in their hearts. Or more likely, such violent bigots didn’t care at all that these people were related to us, were  another people with as much right to be here as we had, more in fact, as we were the late-comers, historically.  
 
    Teza bound my hair tighter, longing time to retreat, to take back fang’s attack, the fire, and most of all, Latham’s death. 
 
    “What is done is done.” Gark’s gentle voice brought her back. 
 
    He didn’t touch me, but she saw in his eyes he wanted to do so. 
 
    She didn’t go to him. If she fell into his embrace, she might dissolve. Right now, she had things to do that must be done.   
 
    “Yes. I will see you at Latham’s funeral.” Her voice choked on the name, recalling his triumphant smile when he flipped her after he recovered from her tickling. This wasn’t fair, wasn’t right. Soon, I’d face Neesa. I’d make her pay for taking his life. 
 
    Gark’s gaze went inward. He stood as a statue, not breathing. He passed his hand over his face and rocked on his heels, returning.  
 
    She grabbed his arm. “What is it? What do you see?” 
 
    “You’re going to be a hero, Teza. Sometimes I look at you,” he caressed her face, “and I’m awed that you’re the one. The one to fulfill the promise of our ancestors, and the one for me. It feels weighty, to have these roles, to be the figures of legends from before our time.It must be even stranger for you, not having grown up with this lore. I had a lifetime to prepare, and I still have difficulty grasping what are lives are, who we must become.” 
 
    The perceptive sage in the massive orc warrior body stunned her. “How old are the legends?” 
 
    “Generations old. 
 
    “That’s old.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Maybe, forgive me, I mean no disrespect. Maybe they’re wrong.” 
 
    He sighed. “I understand. I’ve asked the same questions. Come, see for yourself.”  
 
    He took her by the hand to a hidden rock entrance beneath the stone circle.  
 
    Once he’d lit a lamp, he lifted a stone from the floor and brought hunted through scrolls, handling them with reverence. 
 
    He brought one out and unrolled it with great care until he reached a scene of lovers. Symbols marked the page, above and below the detailed art.   
 
    “See where I lay with you? Here, see the star by your navel?”  
 
    Teza blushed. Her body, her hair—she knew herself. Gark, too.  
 
    “What does it mean?” She spoke in a hush tone, but the words resonated. 
 
    “It means, we must deliver our people, all people, from the scourge in our lands. If we do, we will be the parents of a new people. 
 
    She swallowed. She wouldn’t ask. She had many visions already of what would come t pass if she failed to stop the sorceress.s 
 
    He unrolled the scroll further. The city was this city only broken, and empty. 
 
    “This is what we must prevent. Neesa will not attempt to bind us. She’s aware of the power of our amulets and must expect we have greater power than what she’s tasted at the periphery of our city. She found a way to get Fang through our defenses. That’s bad.” A long breath expanded his magnificent chest. His eyes went dull as stones. “The sorceress won’t attempt to bind half-orcs. She’ll annihilate us. You see she has no hesitation to destroy the innocent orclings. She’s smart and ruthless enough to know that we’re here only threat. 
 
    “What about my kind? Surely if I could get a messenger to the palace and to our allies—.” 
 
    “Humans could help, but, most of them don’t believe in magic. From the way you’ve described procedures at your court, a great deal of time would be wasted. Many humans are corrupt, motivated by greed and selfishness. Those people are easy for Neesa to bend to her will. Most people will believe her weapons. There isn’t tome to sort the people who could become allies from the drones and evil doers who will add to her force. The evilest among them, such as your former intended bridegroom, will be eager to offer her horrible weapons in hopes of high positions in her torture court.” 
 
    Her stomach lurched at the image. She’d met such people, the kinds who would hunt orclings for sport the same as they chased baby animals for amusement and violated unwilling maidens. She ducked her chin, not wanting him to see the horror on her face. It was a hard truth. What would have happened to her and her world if she’d made it through the high pass and become the bride of Lord Harsah?  
 
    She resisted the urge to cover her belly with her hands and brushed the though away. From what she’d learned of her betrothed's blood-lusting, cruel people, that future was unthinkable. Gooseflesh covered her. Gark’s method of getting her attention seemed extreme at the time, but the princess she was when he attacked her entourage in the high pass would not have listened to him. She would not have believed. He was right. Even if she could get messengers through the ice-filled pass, or with Runeheld, flew over it, she would not be able to get anyone to believe her, let alone help. She imagined the physicians confining her to her bed, the diagnosis of madness. No. Her place and Runeheld’s were here, and she wouldn’t risk any of her people on a fools’ errand. None of them were winter hardened. It would be death to attempt that journey. 
 
    She brought her mind back and caught a look in Gark’s eyes.  
 
    She thought it might be love.  
 
    With all her discipline, she ignored his distracting attraction. “You underestimate my people, and you underestimate me. They will want to help, if you allow them to do so. Let me speak to them and explain. These are not the corrupt humans you spoke so true, these are hard-working guards and the people who serve me in the palace. They don’t need to be convinced of magic, these are the people who taught me everything I know about it. I have brave guards, men and women who can help to watch for Fang night and day, instead of being herded into wherever you’re keeping them.” 
 
    “I swear to you, they are well-cared for here.” 
 
    She cut him off. “That isn’t the point. The point is you’re wasting valuable allies by treating us as prisoners instead of friends!” 
 
    “Teza, you don’t understand. Our history with humans, the attacks—you see the result of the poisoning of the orclings. Two died before I could return with medicine.” His face convulsed. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. That’s horrific. But it wasn’t us. We are not your enemy. I do more than warm your bed, and all by choice and desire.” 
 
    His head jerked up. His eyes sought hers. “Ye-es.” He drew the word out, his shoulders rising. 
 
    “I will not be silent and cowed, Gark. I will not stand aside and allow that evil bitch to burn children.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sparks rose into the night sky from the magnificent pyre. Gark had said all respect. The gifts, flowers, garlands of greenery and jugs of ale surrounded the bier where the orcling lay beneath a fine woven blanket.   
 
    Below sorrow, pride filled her. Her people patrolled the walls, watching for Fang to keep the city safe.   
 
    She wept without attempting to hide it. Zenar, Daston, and others of her people stood in a ring around the residents, adding their solidarity and protection to the funeral. Others arrived, murmuring with their hosts. 
 
    As they stood together, mourning Latham and honoring his passage to the gods, she was a no longer an outsider. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back in Gark’s chamber, the somber mood of the city seemed to seep into the house. Teza closed the curtain against the enormous star-flecked sky, chanting another soft prayer for Latham’s journey. She pictured him with the sparks, rising and rising into the stars, into the embrace of his parents and the gods. 
 
    “Thank you for supplying your guards. That was a great kindness, allowing more of my people to attend the funeral.” The words came out soft and slow, as though each was weighted with thought and care.  
 
    She took it as a form of apology for restricting them for so long. Despite wishing she could be graceful, she lashed against the guilt that she should have done more for her people sooner.  
 
    “You see, Gark? No one tried to escape. My guards are disciplined. They patrolled the city and watched the sky from the walls and towers to give first alert of Fang. They understood the importance of watching for another attack and allowing more of your people to mourn.” 
 
    “Yes. They served us well. I thank you all for that. Please extend my gratitude to them. I admit, I had qualms about fulfilling your request. I believe you understand, as a leader yourself.” 
 
    She bowed her head, gratified that he acknowledged her position at last. He may hold most of the power, but she remained the leader of her people, responsible for them, and to them. 
 
    Her feet propelled her to the door. As sad as this night was, she couldn’t be idle, not now. Even practice with Runeheld had to wait. With so many people distracted, this was no time to risk an attempt at a dragon ride.  
 
    She pulled on the soft dark cloak, Gark’s latest gift. It was as though he knew she may need to move unseen through the night.  
 
    Neesa may well have spies reporting the city’s disruption. The viper had not only killed all their blacksmiths and stricken them with grief, she’d demonstrated their vulnerability to attack. Her best hope was that if there were a raven or other creature watching, the sorceress now new the city’s force was greater than before with her guard added to its strength.  
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “By your leave, to the scrolls. I have to learn everything I can about Neesa. Now that she’s breached your defenses, the depth and reach of her power are real to me. I’ve got to learn how to defeat her. No one else must die while I lie in comfort in your bed.” She pulled the cloak’s hood up to hide her unusual-to-orcs fair hair. 
 
    “Go then.” His face scrunched, as though it cost him to give her this freedom. “Dernen, send guards to watch over her.”  
 
    “Yes, and I will go, too. I need to be of use as well.” 
 
    “Good. Help translate. Gods know how she thinks to read ancient Orcish.” 
 
    Teza rushed out of the house, not bothering to object to being guarded. It was his prerogative, and she understood that he meant to protect her life, not stop her from doing what she must do. He was right that translation would make this much easier.  
 
    As long as he didn’t interfere with her killing that evil bitch, he could be as protective as he damned well wanted to be. She stomped to the stone circle, and slowed as she reached the sacred place, mindful to show respect despite her fury. She said a prayer as she stepped over the threshold.  
 
    Over her shoulder, she caught a glimpse of two pairs of men and women approaching at a pace close to running. Guards, she felt sure from their posture and strong arms and swords, but they wore plain clothes. The city maintained the appearance of normalcy, not yet making it obvious they prepared for battle. 
 
    Dernen caught up and stooped to enter the rock face with her. 
 
    “Thank you,” Teza whispered. 
 
    “I need to help. We’re on the same side in this. I’ll show you the symbols that mean sorceress and how to recognize spells. That way, we can search faster.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Dernen lit the lamp.  
 
    The glow showed symbols on the wall Teza hadn’t noticed before.   
 
    Damn, she’d never told Gark about the raven. Later, after they searched the scrolls. Nothing was more important than ensuring Neesa’s defeat.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her eyes burned by the time she allowed Dernen to coax her out of the chill stone chamber to return to the house. Searching the scrolls was not a quick path to results. She’d caught on fast to a few key symbols and the way spells were set off from other text. The artful pictures snared her attention repeatedly.  
 
    Nothing jumped out at her as the formula for shooting Neesa to the nether realms or blasting her foul heart to bloody gobbets.  
 
    Outside Gark’s room, she composed her face. This was a small setback. There were many scrolls, she wouldn’t give up on finding something useful.  
 
    “Any fortune?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Don’t be concerned. I’ll help you soon. I used to spend a lot of time with the scrolls. Something might come back to me.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’d be glad of your help.” She strode to her breast plate and ran her hand over the smooth metal.  
 
    “You like it, don’t you?” Pleasure warmed Gark’s voice. He moved to stand beside her, admiring the fine armor. 
 
    “Yes, it’s a magnificent gift, all of it. Gark, I hope you’ll excuse me for all the lectures. I was desperate for you to understand.” 
 
    He rested his thumb on her lower lip. “You spoke well. I don’t fault you for it. The armor is yours, where ever you life takes you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Her heart raced. It sounded as though he were about to free her again.    
 
    “You must have your horse again, too.” He slid his fingers though her hair, his face tender. “I know you miss her. If your parents agree, we’ll go for a visit when the weather warms. With many orcs for protection, we’ll bring her back over the pass to live with us.” He half-closed his eyes and regarded her. He crossed his arms and nodded, satisfied as a cat with a treat. “Well, we might keep the escort far from the palace.  We don’t want to shock your people too much. We’ll see your people safely through the pass, and return with your horse. If you want to visit, I could stand it, if it’s not for too long.” 
 
    Her heart lurched with hope. She stretched her neck to get a good look at his face. 
 
    “Oh, Gark. You mean it? I love Runeheld so much, and I’m so happy with her. Having my horse, too, would be amazing. You are so kind to me.” 
 
    “Yes, I mean it. Unlike humans, I don’t say things I don’t mean.” 
 
    “I’ll strive to be more like an orc in all ways, your highness.” She made her tone serious, but made a face at him. Sarcasm didn’t seem to translate.  
 
    She bowed low. 
 
    Gark raised her. “Perhaps not in all ways. Orc women are painfully aggressive.” He rubbed his shoulder, as though in memory of an injury. 
 
    “Are they, now?” She arched a brow at him.  
 
    Reading his face was still a challenge, but she could swear his cheeks turned color. 
 
    She cocked her head. He didn’t look as green to her as he did at first. His coloring was as natural to him as hers was to her. He had the greater advantage, in that his complexion camouflaged his blush.  
 
    Pushing him, her small hands flat on his chest, she pressed her advantage. “Orc women do not hide in the face of the enemy.” 
 
    “But you are so small.” 
 
    I leaped onto his bed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Maybe you need to be looking up at someone taller for your ears to work.” She gave a mighty growl like an orc. “I assure you, Runeheld did not sit back while her orc beloved went into battle. She wouldn’t be a hero of legend if she had.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” 
 
    She raised her sword arm. “I must be free to vanquish Neesa.” 
 
    “Teza, this isn’t necessary.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? You’ve told me it’s my destiny to fight the greatest enemy that has ever threatened all of our people. You even have me—somewhat believing it. So, you must accept that I am your hero and allow me to become that hero. That isn’t going to happen with you controlling every move I make. Heroes have agency. They exercise control. They act when they must act. They often think creatively and move without advance planning. I can have none of that with you squashing me.” 
 
    “Squashing you?” His eyebrows shot high on his mighty brow. 
 
    “Yes, damn it, squashing me. Give me room to do my job.” 
 
    He heaved a sigh. “You are—convincing and exquisite when you’re outraged.” 
 
    “We’re just getting started you big, stubborn—.” I shook my head. I didn’t know what to call him. I didn’t want to go too far. 
 
    “Orc,” he supplied, and laughed so hard he shook the shields on the wall. 
 
    “Tell me,” Teza asked in her sweetest voice, enjoying towering over Gark from his enormous bed. “Was Runeheld’s beloved orc Tarn her husband?”  
 
    Gark pressed his lips together into a tight line. 
 
    Teza thought she felt the heat from his face. He crossed his gigantic arms. “No. As I’m certain you remember, he was a full orc and a former gladiator. She elevated him to lead her army as the general. He became her consort. As I told you before, I have enjoyed believing she loved him.” His eyes blazed. “I may have been wrong.” 
 
    He stalked to his pile of gear and pulled her sword from it. “Here, I brought this to return to you in any case, warrior princess.” He sheathed it in the fine goblin weapons belt.  
 
    Teza thought she saw blue sparks.  
 
    Gark thudded from the room. The door banged behind him.  
 
    Her heart pounded. She didn’t want to hurt him, but the fact that her words stung told her he did truly care about her. It made his overbearing manner more understandable.  
 
    She stood still on his bed, exhilaration filling her. She’d get her way. At last, she’d reached his stubborn mind and heart and could act as she needed to do. She’d have to watch him carefully, he might prove dangerous as a protective mama bear.  
 
    A grin made her face younger than she’d looked when she left the palace, a maiden on her way to be married. She’d dare to say many things to Gark’s face, but she’d keep the mama bear comparison to herself. 
 
    Jumping from the bed she let out a whoop of pure joy. She had hope now. It was time to train, train to win. 
 
    She drew her sword and raised it. Moonlight eased down its razor edge.  
 
    From her heart, she chanted a half-remembered song from her mother, a song of the warrior queen who defeated Lord Fif in the nether realm to free her abducted daughter. 
 
    She herself was a daughter of the warrior queens before her. Despite her lifetime of peace, she’d trained hard to honor their legacy. Soon, she would take her skills into this evil war. Her face took on a dark smile, different from any look she’d worn. It would be her pleasure to turn the sorceress’ evil back at her, to blast her to the nether realms.   
 
    Her heart lurched when Gark pounded back into the room.  
 
    His mouth compressed, he handed her a dagger. “Here. You wouldn’t be the first to try to sink a blade in my heart.”  
 
    The handle bruised her palm.  
 
    The bundle he dropped with a thud on the table drew her like winter gifts.  
 
    She ran to it, exclaiming a whoosh of surprise. 
 
    “Gark, oh, Gark.” 
 
    His brows climbed and he passed his hand over his face. “Yes? I’m right here.” 
 
    “It’s the armor! It’s, oh, it’s…” She held it up, marveling at the flexibility and its light weight. “It’s fantastical!” It was nothing like any orc battle gear she’d seen. “From whence did this come?” 
 
    “I put goblins to work on it. Their metal smithing is more suited to your size and elegance.” He waved a hand toward her.  
 
    “Goblins?” The idea of creatures she’d spent her life thinking were nothing but nursery tales still gave her a shock. 
 
    “We rescued several from a mine. Neesa’s army destroyed the rest of this group. It took some parlaying, these have thrown their lots in with us. It not like goblins to join with others, but their leader is old and wily. He lost his sons and daughter when Fang shot fire into their caves. He wants to be part of destroying Neesa.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” She caressed the burn scar on his arm.  
 
    He sighed. “This may be one good thing that comes of all this death and obliteration. Those of us living in this land are forming alliances, working along side each other. Goblins aren’t bad, not entirely, when you get to know them. As you see, they are talented at fine metal smithing.” 
 
    “Yes they are.” She strode to the mirror and slipped the breast plate onto her body. The fit was uncanny.Clever, thick yet supple leather joints protected her shoulders and hips from arrows and spears. A close, sharp weapon could get through, with enough power behind it, but no lighter blow could harm her. “It’s brilliant.” 
 
    “Runeheld’s armor is in the stable. It’s light as well, as you ordered.”  
 
    His tone stung. 
 
    Teza whipped around to protest, but the quiver at the corner of his mouth told her he was teasing. 
 
    “Excellent. I’m delighted.” She looked at her boots and all the way up at his eyes. “Thank you, Gark. As much as she need the gear, she also needed you to trust me.” 
 
    “I do, Teza. Here.” He brought the weapons belt to her and his arms encircled her as he clasped it at her hip. He stood back. “Fearsome. Ghouls of the under realms will quail before you.” 
 
    “I hope so. You didn’t say anything about fighting ghouls!” She laughed, throwing off the uneasiness that rippled through her belly. Patting the armor, she felt grateful it reached so low, to her groin. She had precious cargo to protect. She turned her thoughts away, needing to hide that from him still. He was beginning to trust her again, and she’d seen how surprisingly tender the biggest, toughest orcs could be with orclings. Half-orcs. Yet at times, bigger in their hearts than humans. She understood what Gark meant about goblins not being so bad once you got to know them. That’s how she felt about him. Shaking back her hair, she turned from side to side, admiring the fit and practicality of the belt with its sword and dagger sheaths, its loops and pouches. She had a place for everything, her water-skin, coins, amulets, written spells, anything she needed to carry into battle. She bit her lip.  
 
    This was real. She was part of this.  
 
    The equipment and armor made it so much more immanent than it was before.  
 
    “Here.” Gark thrust the shield at her.  
 
    Teza stared, her mouth working without words.  
 
    The figure astride the dragon was unmistakable with her head high and hair streaming, and the dragon could be none other. It was her and Runeheld, emblazoned on the shield.   
 
    The horned helmet…it seemed she’d seen it in a dream. 
 
    Gark strode to the cabinet and brought it forth with a flourish.  
 
    “Runeheld’s helmet, one of our greatest treasures.” He smiled crooked. “Speaking of the original Runeheld honored by your dragon of the same name.” 
 
    “Oh, Gark. I can’t. It’s precious. It’s too much. It’s as though you’re giving me the crown jewels.” 
 
    His face became grave. “I am.” He placed it on her head. 
 
    It fit perfectly. A soft lining cushioned it.  
 
    I turned and stared into the glass. 
 
    Gark handed Teza her sword. It seemed to glow. 
 
    A warrior queen stood before us.  
 
    “Your majesty, you will win.” 
 
    His certainty buoyed her.  
 
    I must succeed. If Neesa prevailed, she’d kill us all. There’d be no freedom for my people or any other. She held her breath and shut her eyes not wanting to think it. Her hand went to her belly, contacting the cool goblin armor. Taking a long breath, she hoped it was enchanted.  
 
    If Neesa emerged from our battle victorious, these half-orclings would never draw breath. 
 
    With reverence, she removed the helmet. She put away her armor with care in reach of the bed, ready for to don. Her fingers trembled as she formed all of her hair into a club at the back of her neck. The flowing hair looked lovely on the shield, but she wouldn’t risk getting it in her eyes during a flight. Her arms and legs quivered with excitement and her belly clenched like her fist.  
 
    Tonight, she’d ride Runeheld to scout her course to the sorceress’ fortress.   
 
      
 
    Teza’s adventure continues in Orc King’s Concubine, next. 
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