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Chapter One

	 

	Beth Moore kept packing even as her heart was breaking and tears streamed down her face. Her sister, Abby, was watching her from the doorway, arms crossed over her thin, hollow chest, tears dried after she’d switched from anger to resignation a half dozen times. Beth stuffed clothes into the big, old suitcase she hadn’t taken out from underneath the bed in years. She packed most of her summer dresses, then thought twice, took some of them out, and threw in a few pants and long sweaters. Her favorite strappy, flowy dresses wouldn’t be of much use to her in the mountains. Or wherever she’d end up. She closed the suitcase. Before she turned to her sister, she wiped the tears with the back of her hand and blinked a few times.

	“I can’t believe you’re doing this, Betty.” Her sister’s voice sounded defeated. “I can’t believe you’re leaving me.”

	Beth marched up to her and placed her hands on her shoulders.

	“I’m not leaving you! I’m trying to save you.”

	Abby shook her head. Beth was taller than her, curvy, and healthy. She felt like a child next to her sister, and she hated it. They didn’t use to be that different. But that was before Abby got sick.

	She placed her tiny hands on Beth’s wide waist and pulled her in. The tears were starting to come again. She sniffed and buried her face against her sister’s chest.

	“The doctor said nine months. Best case scenario, twelve. And they won’t be easy months.”

	Beth kissed the top of Abby’s head and smoothed down her frizzy hair. The frizzy hair of her wig, in fact.

	“I want you here. I need you here, with me,” Abby pleaded. Though there was no more real insistence in her tone. She knew she’d lost the battle already. Beth had made her decision. “I want to spend the last days of my life with my sister. My only family.”

	“The last days of your life are a long way ahead. Trust me. I’ll make sure of it.”

	“Betty, I don’t...”

	“Shh... it’s going to be okay. I’ll come back for you.”

	“I don’t want you to come back for me. I want you to never leave.”

	Beth sighed but didn’t say another word because Abby was crying again, and all she could do was hold her tight until she calmed down. She wiped more tears off her cheeks. There was nothing that she wanted more than to spend her every waking moment with her sister. But the cancer was back with a vengeance, and all the doctors they’d gone to had informed them, one by one, that there was nothing that modern medicine could do for Abby this time. 

	Modern medicine. More like... human medicine. Yes, that was the right word. Human. Beth happened to know of a different type of medicine that she was sure could save her sister’s life. It was called magic. Orc magic.

	The problem was that orc magic was not available to humans. Since the orcs had landed in their dimension, years ago, since the war between the two species had ended with a peace treaty that was advantageous to both parties, the orcs had refused one thing and one thing alone – to share their magic. In recent years, there had been attempts to convince orcs to share at least a little bit of their knowledge, or to sell the potions they made, but the Orc Council had said no to all negotiations. 

	It made sense, Beth thought. Magic was the orcs’ greatest asset. Their most powerful weapon. Sharing even a bit of it with her species would’ve put them in danger. Not to mention that it would’ve possibly put the peace treaty in danger, because Beth was sure that if humans got their hands on magic, another war would start. Deadlier and more vicious. A war that might wipe out both species off the face of the earth.

	Politics aside, Beth still needed the orcs’ magic. In the past few months, as she took her sister from one doctor to another, making her endure all kinds of tests and treatments, Beth had grown more and more convinced that the only thing that could save her sister and restore her health to the fullest was magic. But how would she get it? Where would she find an orc mage to help her? 

	There were hordes all over North America, living in the mountains and forests, in caves and abandoned towns. And each horde had a mage. Some had two, but those were rare. 

	Beth figured that the first step was to join a horde. And as a human female, there was only one way she could do that – by volunteering to become a tribute. Then an orc would choose her as his mate, and if she was lucky, that orc would be a horde captain. And then it would be up to her to make him fall in love with her so hard that he’d agree to do anything for her. Including to order his mage to save her sister’s life. 

	That was the plan. It was a good plan, and from where Beth stood, – with her bags packed, ready to go to an institute for orc brides, – it had no flaws. 

	“Betty, please...”

	“Shh... It’s going to be okay. I’ll take care of you.” She kissed Abby once more, then gently pulled away. Abby didn’t cling to her, and Beth was relieved. Saying goodbye was hard. Even if it was only “goodbye for now”.

	Their childhood friend, Missy, poked her head from the other room. She was munching on her lip, unsure if it was okay to interrupt the emotional moment.

	“Are you ready? Do you want me to drive you?”

	Beth smiled. “No, that’s okay. I’ll take a taxi.”

	“Are you sure? It’s no trouble at all.”

	“I’m sure.”

	Missy was going to stay with Abby. Take care of her while Beth was away. She was a thirty-year-old registered nurse, and the three of them had been friends forever. Beth wouldn’t have dreamed of leaving Abby with someone else. 

	She hauled her luggage into the hall and stopped to put on a scarf. She caught her reflection in the mirror and winced. She should’ve put some makeup on, but then again... With all the crying she’d been doing today, it would’ve turned her into a panda. Or a raccoon. Her fiery red hair fell down her shoulders in waves. She hadn’t had time to braid it. Her blue eyes sparkled with tears, and she was surprised she hadn’t yet lost a contact. She had her glasses in her suitcase. 

	“You look great,” Abby whispered, hugging her from behind.

	Beth smiled at her in the mirror. “You, too.”

	“Pff... Thanks for being nice and lying to me. Makes me feel so much better.”

	Missy came to share the hug. “You both look great, and I look great, too!”

	Beth laughed. “Truer words have never been spoken.”

	Finally, they said their goodbyes, hugged and kissed some more, and Beth was out the door. As she waited for her taxi, she thought... 

	She ought to be grateful. 

	At least she had something to trade for her sister’s life. Herself.

	 

	* * *

	 

	One Month Later

	 

	Beth chose the institute for tributes that was closest to her home, even though her sister couldn’t visit, and she wasn’t allowed to go out, either. It still made her feel better than being too many miles away from the only family she had left. She talked and texted with Abby and Missy every day, telling them all about the institute, the teachers, and what she was learning about orcs and their culture. 

	A month passed quickly, and the first Doors Open Day came. Despite feeling nervous, and so anxious that she could throw up, Beth tried to keep her spirits up. She dressed to impress, in a satin blouse with a plunging neckline, and a flowy skirt that reached her ankles. She braided her long, red hair, and ditched her glasses once more in favor of her contact lenses. She went downstairs and joined the other girls who were hoping to be chosen by an orc. Or not. Some of them didn’t hope for anything. They were there because they had no other choice. 

	To some extent, Beth was there, too, because she had no other choice. She tried not to think about it.

	There were four orcs who’d come to look for brides, and the fact that there were a dozen girls they could choose from didn’t make Beth feel very comfortable. Looking at their tattoos, which were indicative of their ranks, two were captains, and two were raiders. She set her eyes on the captains and tried to catch their gaze. She tried to put a smile on her face, but it felt fake. When one of the raiders approached her, even that fake smile faltered and died on her pink-stained lips.

	He looked her up and down. In return, she studied him with a cold gaze. He was big, as all orcs were, with dark eyes and black hair tired up in a short ponytail. Captains wore their hair long, and had tattoos on their back and arms. Raiders wore their hair shorter, and had tattoos around their necks, wrists, ankles, and middle. Beth didn’t want a raider. She wanted a captain. Because a captain would have the authority to order his mage to help her sister. A raider... Well, a raider had his captain’s ear, at most. Would that be good enough? She didn’t know. She didn’t want to risk her plan failing.

	But how could she dissuade this raider if he wanted her?

	“Turn around,” he said in a low, gruff voice.

	“No.” And it took all her courage to say the word. She stepped back, hoping he wouldn’t see she was shaking like a leaf. He was so tall, towering over her, that she had to crane her neck to hold his dark gaze. But she couldn’t avert her eyes. She had to show him that she meant business. She needed a captain, not a raider. 

	He regarded her with something akin to astonishment for a second, then his lips curved into a smile. He had sharp, curved tusks that poked out of his mouth and embraced his upper lip. 

	“I like you. I choose you.”

	Beth’s eyes widened. “What? N-no, you don’t like me.”

	He shot her an amused glance, then turned around and marched up to the manager.

	“N-no...” Beth whispered. 

	She didn’t know what to do. She stood frozen in place and watched as the manager, a grey-haired lady in her fifties, smiled brightly at the orc raider and handed him the file that contained all the information that was relevant about Beth. Like her name, age, background, and the fact that she was fertile. When she’d applied to become a tribute, she’d omitted to tell the manager and the doctor who consulted her that her sister had cancer. It was better for that bit of information to remain secret for a while.

	Before she could snap out of it and think of a solution, the orc raider was back and ordering her to follow him. Her legs moved off their own accord. Someone, – one of the guards who worked at the institute, – had brought down her luggage. He carried it outside, and from there, the orc took over, and now all Beth could do was follow her own suitcase. She had all her things in there. 

	The orc had come in one of the massive cars his kind had built to replace the krags that weren’t quite suited for galloping on the American highways. He threw her suitcase in the back, and then offered her his hand to help her up.

	Beth stared at it for a moment. 

	She could still make a run for it. 

	She looked back at the institute. There was a guard at the gate. Would he spring into action? Once a woman offered herself as tribute, there was no turning back. If she ran, the guard wouldn’t need to bother. The orc raider would catch her without breaking a sweat. If he wanted her, he wasn’t going to let her go that easily.

	She looked up at him once more and swallowed hard. He had a pleasant face. Kind, she might describe it. Had he been a captain... Alas, there was no point in dwelling on it.

	She accepted his help and hauled herself into the orc car, pulling her long skirt after her. He jumped in the front and started the engine.

	Soon, Beth would know if she’d failed or not.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	The horde lived in an abandoned town in the desert. The good news was that Beth could make extensive use of her many dresses. The bad news was that she was now far from her sister. But there was another piece of good news – she had cellphone signal. 

	Humans had abandoned many towns during the war, and when orc hordes had taken over and laid claim to the land, they had never returned. 

	As the orc car drove down the main street, Beth stared from the backseat. There were orcs walking around, going about their business. Many seemed to be gathered in front of a diner. Or what used to be a diner. The houses looked lived in, but the few blocks of flats and buildings that had more than two floors seemed to have been left abandoned. There were orc cars parked in driveways, and she saw krags grazing on lawns. It was a picture pulled out of fantasy novel. If anyone had ever tried to describe to her what she was seeing now with her own eyes, Beth would’ve laughed and congratulated them on their rich imagination.

	What surprised her pleasantly was that even though the orcs had changed a lot of things in this town, they had kept it clean and organized. There was not a house without a vegetable garden, and there were flowers and trees everywhere. The car passed an orchard, and at some point, Beth could’ve sworn she heard chickens. 

	They stopped, and the orc raider helped her down. She found herself in front of a large house. On the lawn, a cow grazed, and she blinked twice. She would’ve expected a krag – the massive animal with a lion’s mane that orcs rode in battle. But no, it was a cow. 

	“What the...?”

	“When we came to this town, we found cattle, chickens, and a few goats. The humans had abandoned them. We kept them.”

	“Wow!”

	“We don’t eat them. They give us milk and eggs. For meat, we hunt in the mountains.”

	He made a wide gesture, and Beth looked in the distance. The town was surrounded by mountains.

	Two orcs passed on the street, and Beth studied them curiously. They studied her with what she thought was suspicion. They nodded at the raider, and he nodded back.

	“What’s your name?” she asked, just realizing that she was about to enter his house and she didn’t know the first thing about him.

	“Uthar. Uthar the Hunter.”

	“I’m Beth.”

	“Elizabeth.” He waved the file at her. 

	“Everyone calls me Beth.” She wanted to add that her sister called her Betty but bit her lip. 

	He started toward the house, and she followed him once more. Lately, it seemed that was the only thing she was good at. 

	The interior was cozy and minimalistic. She noticed Uthar had replaced all the furniture with massive wood pieces that seemed to have been made by orcs. Animal pelts covered the floors, and she felt it was only appropriate to remove her shoes. The living room had a couch and a low table, but there was no TV in sight. Of course. Orcs didn’t watch TV. There was the kitchen, which was too clean to have been used recently. He probably didn’t cook for himself. And then she remembered she’d learned at the institute that orcs liked to eat together. She was surprised to see that Uthar hadn’t changed the kitchen much. Maybe because he didn’t spend any time there, he’d decided to leave the kitchen appliances where they were and not bother himself with them.

	He dragged her luggage at the foot of the stairs.

	“I’ll show you the room we’ll share.”

	Beth wasn’t ready for that. Her heart started beating faster, and she realized she had to stall until she could calm down. This whole thing wasn’t just new to her. It was confusing. Here she was, in a town that used to be abandoned, in the desert, miles upon miles away from her sister and the places she knew, in a stranger’s house. A stranger with dark green skin and tusks. And he wanted to show her the room and the bed they were going to share, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

	What had she gotten herself into? What was she doing here?

	She took a step back, shook her head, and focused on breathing in and out. Her hand flew to her chest. “Abby. Abby, Abby, Abby,” she repeated in her head. A mantra to keep her grounded. That was why she was here. For Abby.

	He furrowed his brows at her reaction. “Elizabeth, I am going to show you...”

	“Please don’t call me that. Beth. It’s Beth.” Her mother had called her Elizabeth. And her father, too. She didn’t want to think about them. She and Abby had lost them when they were way too young.

	“Beth.” 

	He said it with a growl that made her startle. No one had ever said her name that way. She looked up at him, confused. She didn’t know how to feel about it. He didn’t seem to be mad at her, but he was impatient, for sure. She tried to change her attitude and smile. 

	“I was wondering... Shouldn’t we go see the captain first?” Anything to delay seeing the bed she was supposed to share with him starting tonight.

	“I am the captain.”

	His words didn’t sink in at first.

	“I don’t know if it’s tradition or not, but maybe the captain... Wait, what?”

	“I am the captain.”

	Her eyes instantly went to his tattoos. “But...”

	“I was made captain by Goran the Vengeful, the late captain of the horde. It hasn’t been long since he passed on to the spirit realm. On his death bed, he appointed me as his successor.”

	“But I thought...” She was so confused that she was unable to ask a single coherent question.

	“I know. Captains are not appointed this way. Only the war chief and his slayers can bestow the rank of horde captain. But we have no war chiefs and slayers in your world. We must adapt. And Goran the Vengeful was nothing but open and modern in his views.”

	“So, he made you, a raider... captain.”

	“Indeed.”

	“But...”

	He nodded, smiling. “They taught you well at the institute. Yes, when there is no war chief or slayer to appoint a captain, the horde chooses. The grunts, the mage, and the raiders all have a say in it.”

	“Right.”

	“Goran the Vengeful believed he knew what was best for his horde. He took it upon himself to make the decision in his last minutes of life.”

	Beth didn’t know what to say. It was all very unorthodox, and if she’d truly learned anything about orcs, it was that they were sticklers for tradition. Uthar had described the late horde captain as open and modern. Two adjectives Beth couldn’t imagine being associated with... orcs.

	It was as if she’d stepped into a parallel world.

	And the thought wasn’t even false, because this was, technically, a parallel world. Parallel to the dimension the orcs had come from in the first place. Human scientists were still working on the machine that had brought them here, in hopes they could send them back. But it had been years, and Beth couldn’t help wondering if there might’ve been other interests at play. Maybe there were people in high positions who didn’t want to send the orcs back. To what end, she couldn’t imagine. 

	Magic? Did humans want the orcs’ magic that badly?

	She could understand that. She wanted it, too.

	Despite herself, her eyes still wandered to the circular tattoo around his neck.

	He winced slightly. “It hasn’t been long... I haven’t been the horde captain for long.”

	Which she translated in her head, “The horde hasn’t accepted me yet.”

	“I will change my tattoos. Soon.”

	“Right. Yes, of course.”

	She managed a smile, and this time, it was genuine. She’d calmed down. She was ready to follow him upstairs, now that she knew he was, in fact, a captain. 

	There were three bedrooms on the first floor, and two bathrooms. A large family had surely lived in this house. The furniture had been all changed here, as well, except for the bathrooms, which Uthar hadn’t touched. They looked pretty unused, too, which meant that even after all these years, he wasn’t comfortable with a more modern, comfortable way of life. 

	When he showed her the master bedroom, her reaction was nice and normal. Because it struck her that she had every reason to be grateful. She could’ve ended with a horde that lived in the wilderness. She’d heard about women who’d had to move with their orc mates into caves. And here she was, having access to functional bathrooms and a decent kitchen. 

	She supposed she had Goran the Vengeful to thank. “God rest his soul,” she thought. Except orcs didn’t believe in God. 

	“Are you hungry?” he asked.

	She shook her head. She hadn’t eaten since morning, but the strain of dodging more than a few panic attacks had left her a bit sick to her stomach. 

	“Do you need anything?”

	“N-no...”

	“Then I will let you unpack. This is your home now.”

	She smiled awkwardly. “Sure. I’ll make myself comfortable.” She wondered how mad he would be if she made herself comfortable in one of the other bedrooms.

	But no. That was not the point of all this madness she’d gotten herself into. The point was to make him like her. Make him fall in love with her. He’d turned out to be a captain, after all, and he was kind and gentle. As kind and gentle as an orc could be, at least. He seemed to be impatient at times, and she suspected he might have a quick temper. But she could deal with that. He’d just been made captain, so he was under a lot of pressure. 

	And that was when a new thought entered her mind. Was that why she was here? Did he need a fertile human bride to prove to his horde that he was worthy? 

	“I must go now.” He snapped her out of her thoughts. “Wait here. Do not leave the house. I will come for you later.”

	“What? Why?”

	He didn’t answer. He turned on his heel and rushed down the stairs.

	Beth watched him as he crossed the living room with wide steps and left the house, slightly slamming the door behind him.

	“Wait... why?” she whispered, stunned.

	She sighed and bit the inside of her lip. It was all so confusing, and a little suspicious. Then she eyed the suitcase that was waiting for her at the foot of the stairs, and she remembered she had signal here and she could call her sister. 

	There was no point in worrying about Uthar the Hunter now. What was done was done. He’d chosen her, and she was to be his bride. 

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	Uthar returned hours later. Beth had had plenty of time to get settled, take a shower, and change her mind half a dozen times about what to wear now that she was here. What was appropriate for a captain’s bride to wear? She supposed it wasn’t a good idea to show too much skin. She replaced the contacts with her big, red-framed glasses, as they’d started to itch at some point. It must’ve been all the desert dust getting in her eyes. So, when Uthar appeared in the kitchen doorway, where Beth was trying to make the dishwasher work, he did a double take.

	“What is that?” he asked.

	“Oh?” She turned to him, slightly startled. “I didn’t hear you come in.” She’d either been too absorbed by what she was doing, or he was as stealthy as a cat. A massive, green cat.

	“What is that thing on your face?”

	Beth blinked and pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Don’t tell me you haven’t seen eyeglasses before.”

	He shook his head, and Beth smiled. 

	“I don’t see well without them.”

	“You didn’t wear them before.”

	“Oh, that’s because I was wearing contact lenses. But I had to take them out and clean them.”

	He looked like he had no idea what contact lenses were. Beth wasn’t sure she could explain, so when he didn’t push for more information, she felt relieved.

	“If you don’t see well, I can ask Kinna the Mage to fix your eyes.”

	All Beth registered from that sentence was Kinna the Mage. So, a female.

	“I’d love to meet her! And maybe... talk about it. I don’t know. Wearing glasses doesn’t bother me. Does it bother you?”

	He approached her and placed a finger under her chin, forcing her to look up at him. That gave her a bit of pain in the neck. He studied her for a moment, head cocked to the side. He frowned.

	“They obscure your eyes. And I like your eyes. They’re as blue as the sky.”

	She blushed a little. “Thank you.” She wondered if she should compliment his eyes, too. She bit the inside of her cheek. What could she say? That his eyes were as black as the night? Before she could decide, it was too late. He let go of her chin and moved on.

	“I’m taking you to meet my horde. I’ll introduce you, and we’ll have dinner with everyone.”

	He headed to the front door, and Beth had to hurry to catch up with him. 

	It struck her that his manner was brusque. He had his moments when he was gentle and disarming, and then he unexpectedly switched to being agitated, impatient, in a rush. Every time that happened, he gave her whiplash. She wondered if she could get used to it.

	Beth soon realized they were walking toward the diner she’d noticed earlier. As they approached, he slowed down, so she could fall in step with him. They entered together, and a few dozen pairs of eyes instantly fixed on them. Beth forced herself to keep her back straight and chin up. Everyone was there. The entire horde!

	The building had been a diner once. Now, it couldn’t exactly be called that. The orcs had pushed the tables to the center of the room and placed the chairs around them. They’d made a huge table they could gather around, and it was currently loaded with steaming plates of food. Warm bread that smelled divine, roasted vegetables, grilled meat. Beth’s mouth watered, and her stomach rumbled discreetly. But she realized the food would have to wait, because Uthar grabbed her by the arm and pulled her toward the first orcs.

	She paled when she realized he was going to introduce her to each and every one of them.

	She smiled and nodded as Uthar recited names she couldn’t possibly etch into her memory so fast. It was overwhelming, and she decided that the best she could do was try to remember the mage’s name and the raider’s name. Kinna the Mage and Lonar the Beast. And he was a beast, indeed. He was as tall as a mountain, wider than Uthar, and his face... His face was disfigured. He’d probably earned the scars in battle, while he’d lost a tusk, the tip of his nose, and an ear. She quickly averted her eyes, but Lonar the Beast nodded at her reverently, which made her feel bad for not having the courage to look directly at him.

	Finally, Uthar the Hunter sat down, and she occupied the chair next to him. As everyone began eating, piling food onto their plates, she looked around the table and took in the horde. Uthar’s horde. They respected him well enough, but they weren’t particularly friendly. She could feel it was odd for them to have a new captain who’d been a raider just a few weeks before. And who still bore the tattoos of a raider. If Uthar wanted to be recognized as a true captain, then he had to change his tattoos. It could be the first step.

	There were a few female orcs, too, aside from the mage. When Uthar had introduced her to Kinna, the female had shot her a displeased look, then proceeded to ignore her. She was ignoring her now, too, only looking up from her plate to glance at Uthar from time to time, when she heard him speak.

	Kinna was tall and athletic, her body covered in the long robes of her rank. Around her neck, she wore the usual necklace mages wore, made from linked rings. Each massive ring was made from a different metal, and some of them Beth didn’t recognize. They probably weren’t from this world. The mage was silent and stern, aside from when she intervened in the conversation between Uthar and Lonar the Beast. They talked in orc language, sometimes mixing in English words. That made it impossible for Beth to follow.

	She focused on the food while she struggled to catch words here and there. They talked about the late captain, Goran the Vengeful, and Uthar asked one of the other orcs, an old female with ashy green skin and gray tresses, if someone called Sonya had eaten today. The old female nodded and said something in orc language. Beth only understood the name Sonya because it sounded like something from her world. She thought it was a strange choice of name for an orc.

	Kinna intervened and said Uthar shouldn’t worry so much, and that made Beth wonder what he was worrying about. She looked up at his profile, then stole a glance at the mage across the table. She noticed how she was looking at him. With deep interest and kindness. Then Kinna caught Beth’s gaze, and her expression changed to hostile.

	And that was when it struck Beth. That was when she understood. She was the unluckiest woman alive. The mage was in love with Uthar. Which meant she hated Beth. Kinna was never going to help her. 

	Her appetite suddenly lost, Beth reached for the cup of water and took a sip. She didn’t want to be there anymore. The orcs were loud, talking amongst each other, laughing, eating, and drinking. Uthar was lost in conversation with Lonar, who was his only raider, and Kinna was throwing deadly looks her way. She felt out of place. She felt like her whole plan had been a mistake. She wanted to go home and cuddle with Abby, watch a movie together, then fantasize about a future that would never happen.

	She swallowed heavily, cursing the tears that were starting to choke her. She drank more water.

	And then Uthar turned to her and made it all worse.

	He stood up – a gesture that was enough to silence the horde and draw their attention.

	“Tonight you have met my bride, Elizabeth.”

	The sound of her full name made her cringe, but she stopped herself from correcting him.

	“I will prove to you that I am fit to be your captain. I will put a baby in her before the moon is full, something that my rival, Morok the Unhinged cannot do. We all know he’s been mated to Hula the Relentless for years, and their bond has not produced any heirs. I will show you that I am better than him, and worthy to be your captain.”

	Some orcs nodded, others cheered. Beth saw Kinna’s face darken.

	Uthar held out his hand, and Beth had no choice but to accept it. He led her out of the diner. Once outside, he didn’t let go, and pulled her back toward their house. His steps were wide and rushed, and she almost had to run to keep up with him.

	“Uthar, what you said in there,” she started, reluctantly. But she stopped there. She didn’t know how to continue.

	“Morok the Unhinged thinks he has a claim to my horde. Just because he is the late captain’s son. But he doesn’t. He turned his back on his father and this horde a long time ago. He doesn’t get to come back and demand what isn’t his.”

	“Of course. You’re the captain.” She had no idea who this Morok guy was. The late captain’s son? Okay. Who would’ve thought she’d walk right into a family drama? The last thing she needed...

	“But I haven’t been chosen by the horde, either. And while I have a better claim than he does because I was the captain’s raider and right hand and I dedicated my life to him, I still must prove myself. Prove I’m what the horde needs. Morok can’t put a baby in his mate. But I can put a baby in you. You will soon walk around with a round belly, and that will serve as proof of my virility.”

	His words made Beth cringe. They reached the house, and she managed to pull her hand free of his grip. She stopped on the porch, but he was oblivious to the change in her attitude. He opened the door for her, and she knew she had two choices: make a scene out in the open, where someone could hear them, or rein in her emotions.

	She followed him inside.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	Beth rushed past him and only stopped after she’d put the couch and the coffee table between them. 

	Uthar furrowed his brows.

	“What are you doing?” he asked. “It’s time to go to our bedroom.”

	“No, it’s not.”

	He was confused for a second, but then his expression changed to one of displeasure. What Beth couldn’t understand was how he still managed to look handsome when he looked at her like that. It should’ve turned her off, but his attitude of dominance and command caused, in fact, an unexpected heat to rise in her belly. Defying him felt almost exhilarating. Because she couldn’t predict what he would do.

	He wasn’t dangerous, that much her gut told her. 

	“Beth, you heard what I said at dinner...”

	“I did.”

	“And I told you on the way home...”

	“I don’t understand any of it! You have to start with the beginning and explain everything to me. Like I’m five! Because I’m lost, Uthar!”

	“But you’re not five.” He sounded even more confused. “You are my bride, and you must fulfill your duty. Willingly. That is why you’re here. That is why you volunteered to be a tribute and be chosen by an orc.”

	“I... I know... But I guess I didn’t... expect things to move so fast.” Her breathing increased, and she pressed a hand to her chest. Not again! She hadn’t had a panic attack in months. And suddenly, she had to fight one every few hours. “Tell me what’s happening. Make me understand. You can’t demand I open my legs for you on day one and let you... let you... breed me.” She couldn’t believe she’d said the word. It sounded so sinful... Almost dirty. Her core throbbed, and her panties became just a tiny bit wet. She felt her cheeks flush. This was all kinds of wrong. She hadn’t signed up for this! Or maybe... she had? 

	Uthar squared his shoulders and regarded her with stubbornness.

	“I don’t have to explain anything to you. I’ve told you plenty already.”

	“No. No, no, no.” She shook her head. “I might be a tribute, but I have rights.” Though she wasn’t quite sure what those rights were... And Uthar didn’t seem to react well to her words. His eyes were darkening, and a sharp line appeared on his forehead. “Okay, forget I said that.” Her shoulders dropped as she changed her tone to pleading and slowly came out from behind the couch. “All I ask is for you to be open with me. This is a lot to take in. You must see how it’s hard for me. You just brought me here, I met all your orcs, and let me tell you, not a lot of them gave me the impression that they liked me... And now you ask me to... It’s too much, too soon. At least talk to me. Let’s get to know each other before we jump to... I mean... we jump in bed.”

	For a moment, she thought her words had flown right over his head. But then he sighed, rounded the table, and sat on the couch. From where she stood, she could see his profile. 

	“A captain is not made. A captain is not appointed,” he said in a low, slightly defeated tone. He sounded like he was tired. “Unless we’re in our world, where the war chief has all the power, and the slayers do his bidding. But here, in the world of humans, things are different. And since the war ended, since we’ve had to learn to live in peace, to such extent that even battles between hordes are a thing of the past, things have become... muddled. Our traditions have suffered.”

	Beth nodded. She gathered her long skirt around her and sat next to him.

	“When Goran the Vengeful named me captain, Lonar the Beast was there. Kinna the Mage was also a witness, and two grunts who were tending to him. He died of old age, and that’s unnatural for an orc. Especially for an orc captain. It’s almost... shameful. To live so long, to not die with honor in battle, to not have seen a battle in years! He was in pain, though it wasn’t physical. I could tell... he was disappointed. But when he uttered my name and asked me to continue his legacy and lead the horde, I said yes. And those who witnessed it nodded their agreement. And Goran died in peace. In peace! Almost a disgrace. But these are strange times we live in.”

	It wasn’t easy for Beth to wrap her head around what he was saying. How to die in peace was a disgrace, how to die of old age was shameful... She had to do some serious mental gymnastics to empathize with him. 

	He shot her a sideways glance, and she nodded encouragingly. 

	“They accepted me as their new captain. Life went back to normal, and I talked to Kinna about changing my tattoos. And then he showed up. Morok the Unhinged. The son. The rank of horde captain can’t be inherited, either. In truth, he has no more claim to leadership than I do. Morok was once a raider serving under his father. Back in our world. Then we were swept through the portal, brought here, and the war started. After the war, the relationship between father and son soured. Goran embraced the new world order, started having progressive ideas. He took a human bride.”

	Beth’s ears perked at that. If the late captain had had a human bride, then where was she? Was she still around?

	“Morok disagreed with his choices. He took an orc bride, Hula the Relentless, and abandoned his father and the horde. We all heard about him after. Rumors. He traveled with his mate and found other orcs. Orcs who’d lost their hordes and their loved ones in the war, who had no purpose left in life. Most of them were against the peace. Some would call them rogues. Morok gathered them around him until he built his own horde. He stayed away, and Goran stopped mentioning him. When anyone asked, he said that he didn’t have a son. And later, he changed his answer to, ‘Uthar is my son.’” He smiled. “I served him as best as I could. I never wanted or expected anything from him. He was my captain, and that’s what you do as a grunt or as a raider. You serve your captain.”

	Beth sighed. She could see how emotional the story had made him.

	“You’re the captain now,” she said when the silence stretched between them, a little too uncomfortable.

	He shrugged. “Morok is back. He came as soon as he found out about his father’s death. And he wants the horde for himself. He says he has a right.”

	“And what do the others say? Lonar, Kinna...”

	“They’re on my side. Lonar is my friend, and Kinna...”

	He didn’t finish the sentence, but Beth knew what would’ve followed. Kinna the Mage was in love with him. Since she was here, sitting on the couch with Uthar, basically a stranger listening to the story of his life, she knew that he did not return her feelings. 

	“But I have to prove myself.” He straightened his back and looked her right in the eyes. “Morok can’t have children. And that is a weakness. It’s unacceptable for an orc captain to not be able to fill a woman’s belly with babies. His seed is weak, and he cannot be respected.”

	“Maybe it’s not him. Maybe it’s... umm... Hula is her name?”

	Uthar shook his head. “There are rumors he tried with other females, too.”

	“Oh, that’s horrible.”

	“No. In our world, we are allowed to mate with whoever we want. Another tradition that is dying, since there are so few females that are available.”

	Beth blushed. That sounded... interesting. Not that she was a fan of the idea.

	“And Hula doesn’t mind?”

	“No. Or she shouldn’t. She is still his mate, still the one he turns back to.”

	She bit the inside of her cheek. He talked about it like it was so natural, even desirable. Did he, too, want to be with other women? Maybe there was something between him and Kinna, and that was why Kinna regarded her as a rival. She had so many questions, but she didn’t feel this was the right time to ask them. 

	“If I prove my virility, that’s one big step toward winning this battle. My orcs will respect me. They will love me and fully accept me as their captain. This horde hasn’t seen baby orclings in years!” He held her gaze. “If we can give them that... If you can give them that, they will worship you, Beth. And they will never question me.”

	“Wow.” She leaned back, feeling the need to put some distance between them. “That’s... a lot.” Intense. Intense was the right word. The atmosphere felt heavy again. “I don’t know what to say...”

	A crease appeared between his thick, dark eyebrows. “You don’t have to say anything. You will do it. Carry my baby. It’s your purpose.”

	“Wow!” She jumped to her feet and considered putting another piece of furniture between them. “That doesn’t sound great, you know. It’s not exactly what a woman wants to hear from... umm... her man. Even when that woman is a tribute and very much open to the idea of having babies.”

	He stood up as well. “Then what is the problem? You’re contradicting yourself.”

	“It’s too soon, too fast. I’m not ready. I don’t even know you! And you don’t know me. You can’t treat me like a piece of meat, okay? I have feelings. And I’m open to... this.” She motioned between the two of them. “To us. But we should take things slow. I... I want to get to know you first. If you’re going to be the father of my children, then it’s only fair, don’t you think?”

	She felt like she was trying to impose her human values on someone whose culture was about anything but taking things slow and being reasonable. She knew it wasn’t working before he even opened his mouth to protest.

	“There’s no time!” he said. He took a step toward her. “I promised them I will put a baby in you before the full moon.”

	“Well, I don’t know when the next full moon is, but I’m sure it’s too soon.” 

	He took another step toward her. 

	“You should’ve consulted me first, at least. Before making such promises...”

	“You are my bride. You are the female I chose as my mate. You will do as I say.”

	He took hold of her wrist, and she yelped and tried to free herself. He was not impressed by her struggles. He pulled her toward him, and she crashed against his chest. He was so big and ripped that it felt to Beth like she’d crashed into a boulder. 

	“Let go! This is not how it works,” she yelled. “This isn’t the way, Uthar!”

	“That’s for me to decide.”

	With his other hand, he grabbed her by the waist and easily lifted her. She started kicking him, but she couldn’t have inflicted any sort of pain if she wanted to. He was hard and tense all over. The most she could achieve was to annoy him.

	“Put me down! Put me down right now!”

	He started walking toward the stairs.

	“Uthar!”

	When he started climbing the stairs, she settled down because she was afraid her kicking and screaming might unbalance him and cause them both to fall. But when he reached the landing, she was right back at it.

	She could see the door to their bedroom. She panicked and tried to bite him, but he easily dodged it. She was tired already, and underneath her dress, her skin was clammy with sweat. 

	The last thing she could do... The last trick up her sleeve... Was to cry.

	Tears spilled out of her eyes, and she didn’t try to cry prettily or endearingly. She let a full-on ugly cry take over, until he stopped right in front of the bedroom door and put her back down on her feet.

	“Beth,” he whispered. “Beth...” He smoothed down her hair, then cupped her face with his big, rough hands. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me. Don’t cry... If you don’t want to do it, we won’t do it.”

	She opened her eyes and sniffed loudly. She had the instinct to step back and put distance between them, but she didn’t think it would help, so she fought it. He was apologizing, after all, so maybe he deserved a second chance.

	“Beth.” He drew her in his arms, this time gently and carefully. 

	She sobbed against his chest, her ear pressed right beneath his sternum. The fabric of his shirt was soft and smelled like soap.

	“We’ll do it your way,” he conceded. “Whatever you wish, Beth. I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to see you cry.”

	Her glasses were starting to fog up, and she needed a tissue. 

	“Okay. Thank you.”

	“Will you stop crying now?”

	She rolled her eyes. God, was he impatient!

	“I’ll stop crying.”

	He let go of her, and she wiped her eyes as best as she could. 

	“If you want, we can sleep in different rooms.”

	She sighed and looked up at him, hoping her face wasn’t the mess she felt it was. She would’ve liked to sleep separately tonight. Since it was her first night here. But then again... the whole point was to seduce the captain, so then the captain would... Long story short, they had started on the wrong foot, and it was up to her to redirect the course of their relationship.

	“No, that’s okay. If you promise to behave, I’d love to share the bed with you tonight.” 

	His cheeks darkened, and Beth realized it was... a blush. That put a genuine smile on her lips.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	A sense of confusion and misplacement rose inside her even before she opened her eyes. Unfamiliar territory... She didn’t recognize the smell of the room, the sounds coming from the street, the bed she lay in. And the one sleeping next to her... She snapped her eyes open and looked around. It took her a minute to calm down and remember where she was. The one sleeping next to her... not a man. Not a one-night stand. An orc.

	She let her head fall to the side, and her long, red hair covered half of her face. Between the messy tresses, she saw his chest rise and fall. He was shirtless, and he had one bulky arm draped over his middle. 

	Beth relaxed and stared back at the ceiling. The room was dark, the sun was not yet up. 

	They’d shared the bed, after all. He hadn’t touched her, and she hadn’t sought his warmth. It would’ve been weird, especially after the fight they’d had. He had respected her boundaries, and for that, Beth was grateful. 

	She drifted back to sleep and had a weird dream about her sister and birds. Abby was chasing them through the forest. Beth smiled in her sleep. She felt the mattress dip and heard the bed creak, and she wondered where the forest and her sister had disappeared. She opened her eyes and saw Uthar getting dressed at the foot of the bed. She sat up and looked at his broad back.

	“Good morning,” she said.

	He turned to her and nodded. He seemed upset. 

	Beth bit the inside of her cheek. 

	“I slept well,” she said. “You?”

	“I slept in a corner of the bed,” he said gruffly.

	Okay, so not that well. Had she allowed him to touch her during the night, maybe he would’ve been in a sunnier mood today. But she couldn’t blame herself for how he felt. She’d only asked for what she needed – time and space. Not even that much! He’d rushed her the night before, so if anything, his foul mood was on him.

	“I’m going hunting. I’ll be back later.”

	Beth looked out the window and saw the subtlest rays of light breaking over the horizon. It was early.

	“Can I go out today?” she asked.

	“Yes. My orcs know who you are now. They’ve welcomed you.”

	She wondered if she should tell him she hadn’t felt welcomed at all the night before.

	“If you need anything, ask anyone, and they will help you.”

	“Okay.”

	Maybe it was better to not add to his sour mood, so she kept her doubts and fears to herself.

	Uthar finished dressing, put on his boots, and stalked out of the room.

	Beth listened as he rushed down the stairs, then heard the front door close. She let out a sigh and moved to the center of the bed, so she could get another hour of sleep in, in a more comfortable position. His pillow smelled like him. The same soapy smell she’d detected on his clothes. She rather liked it. Orcs were very clean creatures. She’d learned about how obsessed they were with hygiene, and now that she was living with an actual horde, she’d seen it firsthand. That was one thing she liked about them. She could only hope there would be more.

	Around eight, she got up, took a shower, got dressed, and started putting the house in order. She finally managed to check all the appliances in the kitchen, and they indeed worked. They hadn’t been used in years, though, and there were no tablets for the dishwasher, and no detergent for the washing machine. She wondered how Uthar washed his clothes... The day before, she’d been impressed to discover they didn’t only had electricity, but also hot water. Now, as she moved around the house, inspecting it curiously, she wondered who was paying for all of it. Probably no one, and the electrical and gas companies hadn’t dared to cut the town off, thinking it was better to just keep the orcs happy.

	She couldn’t stay inside all day. She gathered her courage and stepped out onto the porch, then in the wide driveway. She looked around. A krag was grazing lazily nearby. There were a few orcs on the street, going about their business, one talking loudly in orc language, and two carrying huge logs on their shoulders. Beth knew orcs loved to work in wood. The furniture in Uthar’s house was proof. 

	She decided to take a stroll down the street. Orcs noticed her but didn’t stop her or talked to her. They merely threw her curious glances, then proceeded to go back to their things and ignore her. Beth had no clue what she was doing. Where she was going. She just kept walking, looking at the houses that were occupied, and at the buildings that were still abandoned.

	“Elizabeth!”

	She sighed at the sound of her full name. A gruff male voice had interrupted her stroll, and she turned around to see the raider, Lonar the Beast, wave at her from one of the porches. He came down to meet her, and she patiently waited in the middle of the sidewalk. She tried to put a smile on her face, even though the massive orc scared her. He approached, and when he smiled back, he looked even uglier. His other teeth were broken, too. 

	“Good morning, Lonar!”

	“Good morning!”

	“I thought you’d be gone hunting with Uthar,” she said, trying to make conversation.

	He shook his head. “Not today. He said he wanted to be alone. To clear his head. But I wouldn’t worry about him. He’s the best hunter there is. And our captain.” He added that last bit as an afterthought. 

	“Clear his head...” Because of her, of course. They had really started on the wrong foot.

	“What are you doing, Elizabeth?”

	“Please call me Beth.”

	“Beth.”

	“I just thought I’d go for a walk. See the town.”

	“I can show you around.”

	Beth was surprised at how relieved his offer made her feel. As scary as he was, Lonar seemed to be... a decent guy. Decent orc. She accepted, and they walked side by side as he started telling her who lived where. Beth recognized some of the names from the night before, but it was hard to put faces to them. Until they stopped in front of a house, and the raider said the name Kinna the Mage.

	Beth froze in place. She stared at the façade, admiring its bright colors. When Lonar made to walk away, she struggled to find a reason to stay a while longer. A reason to knock on Kinna’s door. Maybe get herself invited inside.

	“I have a headache.”

	“Oh?”

	“My head...” She touched her fingers to her temple. “I woke up with it. Do you think Kinna could help?”

	“Of course. Let’s go ask.”

	“Oh, thank you. You’re too kind, Lonar. I can go ask her myself. I don’t want to waste more of your time.”

	He was silent for a moment, then nodded. Beth couldn’t tell if he saw right through her and now he was offended, or if he was simply respecting her wish because she was his captain’s bride, and Uthar had told all of them to treat her like they treated him. 

	“I’ll be around if you need anything, Beth.”

	“Thank you.”

	She waited for him to disappear down the street, then went up to the house and knocked. Kinna answered the door in less than a minute.

	“It’s you,” she said coldly. “What do you want?”

	She looked almost regal in her long robes, with the thick necklace around her neck, and her black hair spread over her shoulders and back. Her tusks were thinner than a male’s tusks, and her face was oval and pleasant. Beth thought that she was beautiful. 

	“I have a headache. Lonar the Beast said you can help...?”

	Kinna took a step back, crossed her arms over her chest, and looked her up and down.

	Beth swallowed heavily, wondering if the mage could tell she was lying. She didn’t have a headache, but she was stressed, and she hadn’t slept well. That counted, right?

	“I’ll give you something,” the mage finally said. “Wait here.”

	Beth was disappointed that she wasn’t invited inside. She would’ve loved to see Kinna’s place, maybe learn a thing or two about her. She’d started on the wrong foot with the orc captain, and now she was doing the same with the mage who was supposed to help her sister. No one liked her here. Except Lonar the Beast, maybe.

	Kinna returned with a small glass vial.

	“Take a drop of this whenever your head hurts. Don’t come to me about this again. This will last you a few weeks. If you don’t get headaches three times a day, that is.”

	“N-no, I don’t.” She took the vial from her. “Thank you.”

	Kinna shot her another loathsome look, then promptly slammed the door in her face.

	Beth stood there, stunned. What was she supposed to do now? She didn’t need the medicine. All she’d wanted was to talk to Kinna, see if she could build a rapport with her. She’d always thought that asking people for help was a sure way of making them like her. People loved to feel needed. Maybe it didn’t apply to orcs. 

	With a sigh, she stepped off the porch and walked around the house. She noticed that the lawn was neatly trimmed and everything was in perfect order. The mage’s house was the nicest one on the street. She should’ve given up and walked away. What she was doing now was stalkerish, but she couldn’t help herself. She wondered why Uthar wouldn’t give this female the attention she clearly craved from him. She was beautiful, powerful, and she was like him. Oh, and she certainly wanted him more than Beth could say she wanted him right now. Not that Beth didn’t find Uthar attractive. She did. It was just that... she didn’t think she was ready to get pregnant before the full moon. Which she reminded herself she had to check the calendar for.

	She heard the back door open and close, and then the sound of splashing water in the backyard. Beth stepped around the house and saw Kinna washing her clothes in a long, wide basin on the ground. She was on her knees, sleeves rolled up, elbows deep in foam. She’d pinned her dark hair atop her head.

	Beth smiled to herself. This was her chance to win Kinna over.

	“Hey!”

	The mage’s head snapped toward her, and she narrowed her eyes at Beth.

	“You again.”

	“Yes, sorry. Listen, you don’t have to do that.” She motioned at the basin. “There are washing machines. I just checked the one in my house, and it still works. I’m sure yours works, too. If it doesn’t, I can lend you mine.”

	“What?”

	“Much easier to do the laundry that way.”

	Kinna stood up. Water dripped down her arms, but she didn’t care. She looked at Beth like she was the most annoying being in existence.

	That made Beth take a step back. She didn’t know what she did wrong, but she had a feeling she was about to find out.

	“Do you think I’m an idiot? That I don’t know how a washing machine works? I’m a mage! I could do my laundry using magic. I don’t want to. Because doing it by hand relaxes me. It puts my mind at peace, helps me... meditate, if you will.”

	“Oh... Oh, I didn’t know. I’m sorry. I just...”

	“You just what?”

	“I... umm... wanted to help.”

	“You’re not helping! You’re interrupting my alone time, and I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but it doesn’t make me particularly happy.”

	“I... umm... I’m sorry.”

	“You should be.” With a flick of her wrist, Kinna made all the water and foam in the basin rise in the air. “Go away, and don’t bother me again!” Another flick of her wrist, quick and firm, and she hurled the water right at Beth.

	It splashed Beth right in the face. She cried out and took a few steps back. Thanks to her glasses, soap didn’t get into her eyes. She took them off and blinked at Kinna, barely able to see her.

	The mage ignored her. She was back to her laundry, the basin magically full of water again.

	Beth had no choice but to turn on her heel, defeated and humiliated, and go home to change her ruined dress.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	Beth hung her wet clothes to dry, then decided she wasn’t going to get out of the house again. Not anytime soon, and certainly not alone. She kept remembering Kinna yelling at her and splashing her with soapy water. Had anyone heard that? Had anyone seen them? She felt ridiculous. 

	But that would pass. What wouldn’t pass was the fact that the mage hated her, didn’t want her there, and was never going to help her. Which meant that Uthar was her only chance. 

	Beth had to make their relationship work. And she didn’t have time to waste. In other circumstances, she wouldn’t have worried so much. She liked him well enough, and she was sure that with time, she would come to love him and enjoy her life with him. But they couldn’t afford to wait when they both wanted things that were time sensitive. 

	As she looked through the cupboards for something to eat, or something to make tea with, Beth thought about Uthar the Hunter. The raider turned captain. Her orc mate that had to prove himself. 

	He was handsome, but he was rough. He didn’t know how to behave with her, which probably meant he hadn’t been with a lot of women. His mood changed quickly, and he kept her on her toes. 

	She was attracted to him. Physically... And emotionally, she found him kind of endearing. He’d been truthful to her, had even showed vulnerability... She could appreciate that. She even found it sexy. 

	Beth had to make it work. For her sister. But also for herself. She was bound to him now, and the best way forward was to find a way to work together toward a fulfilling relationship. She was willing to do what it took. But… was he?

	She was lost in her thoughts when the front door opened, and the orc captain stepped inside. She turned to him, a bit disappointed that she hadn’t found anything edible in the kitchen. Apparently, he treated the kitchen like a museum.

	“Have you eaten, my bride?” he asked, and his voice was surprisingly smooth and kind.

	Beth smiled. She hoped that meant he wasn’t mad at her anymore.

	“N-no. I was just looking through...” She motioned at the empty cupboards.

	“What do you need? Everything is at the diner. We can bring food here and stock the shelves, if it pleases you.”

	“I wanted some tea.”

	“Come. We’ll have lunch together.”

	And he actually offered her his hand, and Beth took it. He wrapped his long, thick fingers around her, and she felt oddly protected.

	Uthar was in a good mood. She liked him when he was like this.

	At the diner, there was no one but them and the two orcs who prepared food, basically, all the time. Beth and Uthar sat at the big table, and one of the male orcs brought them trays of fruit, grilled mushrooms, and grilled meat. It was pretty clear what her diet was going to consist of from now on. Not that she complained. It was all delicious and flavorful, though the orcs could learn to use more salt and spices. But it would all go straight to her hips.

	“We can go to the kitchen after, and you can choose anything you want. I’ll carry it home for you. But you don’t have to cook, Beth. You can just come here whenever you’re hungry, and Krib and Burok will serve you.”

	She found it interesting that even though there were females in Uthar’s horde, the two cooks were male. Then again, even in her world the best cooks were guys...

	For a while, they ate in silence. Beth wanted to start a conversation, but she didn’t know how. She felt a bit guilty about the night before and the fight they’d had, but she couldn’t apologize. He had to know that she had boundaries he couldn’t cross just because he’d taken her from the institute.

	Uthar was the one to wipe his hands on a towel, place them on the table, and look her in the eyes, giving her his entire attention as he started speaking.

	“What can I do, Beth? Tell me, and I’ll do it, to the best of my ability.”

	“What?” She stopped chewing and looked at him with concern. He sounded serious and grave. Like he was talking about a matter of life and death. “What do you mean?”

	“What can I do so you’d want me?

	He was talking in a low voice, possibly trying to avoid being overheard by the cooks.

	She finished chewing, swallowed, and took a sip of water. She was deliberately slow in her movements, taking her time to think about his question. 

	Okay, so another thing about Uthar was that he was disarmingly direct. She wondered if all orcs were like that. Kinna had also been quite direct earlier. Beth wasn’t used to people wearing their hearts on their sleeves like that.

	“I... I don’t know. This is a strange situation.” She said it with a smile, to show him that she wasn’t upset. Only a bit confused.

	He nodded. “In your world, what do the males do to win the females?”

	All right. So, now she was something to be won? She didn’t know how to feel about that.

	He kept staring at her, his dark eyes intense, his brows furrowed in concentration. And Beth realized... she liked it. She liked the attention he was giving her, so full and direct, so unapologetic. Warmth spread in her belly, traveling to her core. She discreetly rubbed her legs together.

	His being so disarming worked for her.

	“I guess... men seduce women?”

	“Seduce.” He nodded again, but it was clear to Beth that he didn’t know the meaning of the word. “Seduce how?”

	“Umm... there are ways. Not all of them work. It depends on the woman. On what she likes.”

	“What do you like?”

	She blushed. It suddenly felt like the temperature had risen in the diner, and it wasn’t because the two orc cooks were grilling yet more meat in the back.

	“I’ll have to think about it.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and looked at him over the rim of her glasses. No one had ever asked her what she liked when it came to seduction. No one had asked what she liked in bed either, and now she wondered if Uthar was going to do exactly that when they finally... got to it. The thought alone turned her on. “I’ll make you a list, how about that?”

	His shoulders relaxed, and the crease between his eyebrows disappeared. 

	“All right. I will wait for your list.”

	He sounded relieved. Like, if he had a list of exactly what she wanted, there was no way he could mess up. 

	“Okay, but if I make you a list, you’ll still have to surprise me.”

	“Oh?”

	“By doing the things on the list out of order, maybe. Or by getting creative. It’s not an exact science, you know. If you do exactly what I say and how I say it, it won’t be exciting. I will know what to expect.”

	“I see. I can do that.”

	She smiled, and he smiled, too. Though it wasn’t a full smile. Not yet. Beth realized he was just as lost as she was. Well, at least they were on the same page. Lost together.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Uthar went back to his captain duties, whatever those were, and Beth returned to their house. She rummaged through her things until she found pen and paper, then sat at the kitchen table to write the list.

	“Seduce, seduce,” she murmured to herself. “What would seduce me?”

	Why had she thought this was going to be easy? It wasn’t easy at all! 

	After minutes of racking her brain, all she could come up with was: “random gifts; sentimental, not practical”, “a romantic picnic”, and “flowers”. But all women liked gifts, food, and flowers. What would specifically seduce her? 

	It was a tad devastating to realize that she had no idea what she liked. Essentially, that she didn’t know who she was as a woman. So, she decided to write anything that came to mind and trim the list later.

	“A romantic walk”, “being read to in the evening”, “being kissed good morning and good night”, “being given a bath”. At least two of those felt a bit childish, but she refrained from judging herself too harshly. She added a few more, then copied the list onto a clean piece of paper and folded it.

	This was a good thing, Beth thought. It was like a game, but a fun, healthy one that could hopefully make them fall in love with each other. She wondered what Uthar liked and how he could be seduced. She promised herself she would be kinder from now on, more flexible and understanding, less prickly. He’d asked, and that mattered a lot. 

	Not all was lost.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	Beth had to keep busy with something. A few days had passed since she’d given Uthar the list, and so far, he hadn’t surprised her with anything. Well, he had brought some wildflowers at home the other night, but he hadn’t exactly given them to her. He’d more or less abandoned them on the kitchen table, where she was texting with Abby, then disappeared into the bathroom. Beth wondered if the list should’ve been accompanied by more detailed instructions.

	Early morning, she went to the diner, and one of the cooks made her fried eggs. She ate them hastily, then asked him to point her to the buildings the horde didn’t use.

	“We do use them,” Krib said. He was a stocky orc with short legs and short, hairy arms. Wide rather than tall, Beth could appreciate that she didn’t have to break her neck to look into his eyes. “We store things in them.”

	“What things?”

	“The furniture we build. We store it there until we sell it at the fair. Materials for the furniture, for clothes... We store tools, weapons, and a lot of preserved foods.”

	“Is it okay if I check these buildings out?”

	He shrugged. “The captain said you are free to do whatever you please.”

	She thanked him and was on her way. There was a whole street where there were only blocks of flats, and she picked one and checked the apartments on the ground floor. She found bags of flour and rice, and a bunch of jars filled with pickles and vegetables and meats preserved in ways she hadn’t thought possible. She climbed the stairs to the first floor, and she found dried fruits there. A lot of them. But starting with the third floor, the apartments had been left untouched. No one had cleaned them or moved things around since the human inhabitants had abandoned them. Orcs truly didn’t trust higher floors. Or maybe they just didn’t like them. Beth guessed they probably liked being closer to the earth. 

	She went from one apartment to another, from one room to another. The humans who’d lived here years ago had left clothes behind. Personal belongings, pictures, toys, books... She could lose herself in their memories for hours, which was what she did, since there was nothing better she could do with her time. 

	She found boxes, and she opened them. Sitting on dusty floors, she looked through photo albums, wondering if those people were still alive. The war had ended a long time ago. She found cards and letters, and leafed through books and picked a few she wanted to read. It was sad that the people who’d lived here had never returned for their things. 

	She rummaged through wardrobes and drawers, and found clothes she liked. They had packed in a rush and left a lot of things behind. Good things that only needed a wash. 

	On the fourth floor, she found a nursery filled with toys, children’s books, and coloring books. She gathered a bunch of crayons and put them in a box. She might as well get a new hobby since she had so much time on her hands.

	She heard steps out on the corridor, and she stilled, barely breathing, listening. Of course, it could only be one of the orcs. Maybe it was Uthar, looking for her. He always left their bed before dawn and returned to check up on her two or three times before dinner. It must’ve been Uthar, so she relaxed and continued leafing through a coloring book with bees and butterflies.

	“You!”

	The shrill voice made Beth’s heart jump. She pressed a hand to her chest and turned to face Kinna the Mage. What had she done now to deserve her wrath?

	“Hi. I was just... looking around. The captain said it was okay.”

	“What? I don’t care what you do.”

	“Then why are you here?”

	“Because of this!”

	She threw something at Beth. It was a small object, round, and it caught the light coming in through the windows as it arched in the air. Then it fell at her feet. It was a bracelet.

	“I don’t understand.”

	“Oh, I’m sure you do.” Kinna sneered. “I don’t like to be taken for a fool.”

	Beth bent down and picked the bracelet. It seemed to be made from massive gold. She cringed when she realized the mage could’ve hit her with it in the face, and it would’ve left a bruise. It was thick and heavy.

	“Kinna, I promise you,” she sighed. “I don’t know what this is.”

	“It’s a bracelet!”

	“No, I know it’s a bracelet. And a pretty one at that. But I don’t understand what it has to do with me.”

	“Pretty...” The mage’s eyes darkened. “Of course you’d think it’s pretty.”

	Beth was at a loss. Kinna was mad, but she was sure that after she calmed down, she was going to tell her exactly what she’d done and how she’d caused offense via an object she was now seeing for the first time.

	“The captain came to me and asked me to enchant it.” She dug her hand into the pocket of her robe and pulled out a dozen tiny stones that shined brightly. “He brought these, too, and he asked me to make them glow at night and attach them to the bracelet.”

	“That... doesn’t make me less confused.”

	“For you! He wanted me to enchant the stones and the bracelet for you! So it would be pretty at night, not only in the daylight.”

	“Oh.” Her lips almost curled up in a grin, but she controlled her face muscles. “I didn’t know.”

	Kinna made a noise that sounded a lot like a growl. “Of course you didn’t know. He told me it was a gift for you. A gift! Uthar the Hunter doesn’t make gifts. Huh. Since when? What did you do to him that he’s changed so much?”

	“He’s changed? I haven’t noticed.”

	Kinna took a step forward, opened her hand, and let the small stones spread on the floor. They bounced around, and some of them slipped under the bed. 

	“I’m not doing anything for you,” she said.

	“But... he asked you. Not me.” Beth squeezed the bracelet in her hand. The precious metal felt cold and soothing.

	“I don’t care.”

	“He’s your captain.”

	“I don’t care! I’m not enchanting any gifts for you.”

	“What will you tell him when he comes to retrieve it?”

	Kinna rolled her eyes. “That the spell failed, and the thing exploded.”

	Without another word, she turned on her heel and rushed out of the room and the apartment.

	Beth could finally let the smile take over her features. She looked at the bracelet, then knelt and started gathering the stones. They looked like they were diamonds. She spent the next half hour hunting for them underneath the bed, checking all corners and nooks. 

	What Kinna didn’t know was that the bracelet had worked. It had done its job. Sure, it wasn’t finished, and it wasn’t enchanted, but Beth knew Uthar’s intention, and she loved him for it. Warmth grew in her chest at the thought that he’d gone to the mage and asked her to make a spell for her. That meant he would do it again. And Kinna hadn’t listened to him this time, but she couldn’t disobey him forever. 

	Beth wasn’t going to tell Uthar about the bracelet. Not yet, at least. The mage hated her already. It would do her no good to run to the captain and tell on her. Kinna was angry today, but tomorrow, maybe she’d see that Beth was a decent person and appreciate it.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	Beth was in the backyard, gathering the dry laundry and putting it in a basket. She was humming to herself, thinking how lovely it was to do these homely things. Aside from the stress of living with an orc horde that didn’t seem to really want her here, she was having a great time going through the abandoned apartments, finding little treasures, and bringing them home to brighten the place. The rest of her time she spent reading at the kitchen table with a cup of tea, or on the porch, from where she could see the orcs going about their business. 

	It wasn’t a bad life. She could get used to it. It would’ve been even better if Abby were with her. She held on to the hope that one day it would be possible. She had yet to tell Uthar about her sister. Sometimes it was on the tip of her tongue, as they spent the evening in silence, as they went to bed and she stared at the ceiling while he fell asleep, snoring softly beside her. She was afraid, though. What if he thought all she wanted was to take advantage of him? And he wouldn’t be wrong, either... Except, she was falling for him. Slowly and surely. Every day, when he wasn’t there to see her, she took out the bracelet she’d hidden in a drawer and looked at it. The first gift Uthar had given her. Or had attempted to give her. The way it had gotten in her possession was kind of special.

	She hauled the basket onto her hip and went inside. Uthar was just about to walk out, and she bumped into him and nearly dropped the basket. He hurried to steady her with a firm hand on her arm, and took the basket from her before they had to pick the clothes off the floor.

	“Oh! I didn’t see you there.” Beth chuckled. “You’re home early.”

	It wasn’t time for dinner yet.

	“I have a surprise for you.”

	His grin made her heart flutter. She loved how awkward he was, especially since she’d given him the list. 

	“Hm? What it is?”

	He frowned. “I can’t tell you. It’s a surprise.”

	They walked inside, and he left the basket on the couch, then turned to her, pulling something out of his pocket. It was a black scarf. Beth regarded it with interest.

	“Turn around. I must put this over your eyes.”

	Beth laughed. “Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be. Okay.”

	She did as instructed, removing her glasses, and Uthar tied the scarf around her head. He did so gently, careful not to pull at her hair. He threaded his fingers through her long, red tresses, pulling them back from her shoulders, letting the curls tumble down as he gazed at them. 

	Beth knew she had beautiful hair. She was pale, like all natural redheads, with light blue eyes, and freckles peppering her nose and cheeks. She’d inherited all these lovely traits from her great-grandmother. Abby was blonde, with blue eyes, and just as many freckles. Her sister had always envied Beth. Now more than ever, since she’d lost her hair due to chemo. At home, Beth used to wear her hair in a braid, or gathered up in a tight bun, hoping that helped Abby cope better. They were human, after all. It wasn’t that her sister was vain, but that didn’t mean Beth had to rub her beautiful mane in her face. 

	Since she’d joined Uthar’s horde, Beth had been wearing her hair down most of the time. She loved to see the orc captain stare at it, sometimes blatantly, other times in secret. In the orcs’ culture, long hair was a symbol of status.

	He gingerly pushed her toward the front door. Once they were out, he guided her down the street, then to the right, then they took a few turns, which caused Beth to feel completely lost. She’d gotten to know the town pretty well, but she hadn’t explored all of it yet, and blindfolded, she had no chance of guessing where he was taking her.

	She heard bird chirping in trees, and the sound of murmuring water. The grass was rich and soft under the flat soles of her sandals. Beth smiled. She knew this place. It was a park that the orcs had kept intact. They took care of it, and even though it was probably wilder than when humans had lived here, it was a lovely green oasis in the desert. 

	Uthar removed the blindfold. She gasped and pressed her hands to her chest when she saw the pelts thrown over the grass, and the ridiculous amount of food awaiting. There were also two bottles of ale. He’d picked flowers from the park and sprinkled their petals on the pelts. The sun was low in the sky, so they were going to have a romantic picnic and watch the sunset. When she’d put “romantic picnic” on the list, she hadn’t imagined Uthar would go all out and do something like this. 

	“It’s perfect.”

	He smiled, looking mighty proud of himself. “Do you like it?”

	“Yes!”

	“Let’s eat.”

	They sat down, and Beth couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. He proceeded to pile food onto her plate, and she let him. She started eating, but soon stopped when she saw he wasn’t doing the same. He watched her for a few minutes, then reached into the picnic basket and pulled out a long, rectangular box. It was made of polished wood, with a simple model of moon and stars on it. He handed it to her.

	“What is this?”

	She opened it and gasped when she saw the beautiful necklace. It was made of gold, decorated with tiny diamonds, and the medallion was a butterfly that sparkled with diamonds and rubies. At least, she guessed they were diamonds and rubies. She didn’t know much about precious stones, since she’d only owned averagely priced jewelry.

	“Oh, Uthar...”

	“Do you like it?”

	“I love it!”

	He helped her put it on, and his fingers lingered on her collarbone. That sent a delicious ripple through her body.

	“I wanted to make it special,” he said. “But Kinna’s spells seem to be failing lately, so... it’s not that special. I’m sorry. It should’ve glowed at night. In the moonlight, it should’ve looked like a string of stars around your neck.”

	Beth knew all about Kinna’s spells failing. She noticed Uthar sounded disappointed, and maybe a bit mad at that. Like he was possibly thinking what the point of having a mage was, if she couldn’t make magic. But she had no intention of talking about Kinna right now. She wanted to enjoy this moment.

	“It’s beautiful. I will cherish it forever.”

	He was finally ready to eat too, satisfied that she liked his gift. They made light conversation. Beth asked him about his day, and he told her how he’d been preparing for the fair next week.

	“Can I come?”

	“If you want, we can go together. I used to go every time when I was a raider, but since my rank changed, I stay back with the horde and send Lonar.”

	“So, how does it work? What do you sell?”

	“Furniture we make in our workshops, weapons and trinkets. The weapons aren’t enchanted. All the blades are blunt, too. They’re decorative pieces, and humans like to buy them to display on their walls. That’s what I heard, at least.”

	“Do you trade with other hordes? Or only with humans?”

	“We trade with other hordes. There are some who bring precious stones and metals.” He tipped his chin toward her necklace. “I had Gorya the Patient make it for you. She is very skilled. She can make anything with her own two hands.”

	“I will make sure to thank her.” She couldn’t remember who Gorya the Patient was, and she felt a little bad about it. 

	“Anyway, we can go to the fair if you want.”

	He didn’t sound enthusiastic about it.

	“Uthar, if you don’t want to go, we don’t have to. I’m only curious.”

	He looked at her, and a thin crease appeared between his eyebrows. “There’s a reason I stopped going once I became captain. I don’t want to be away from the horde and give Morok the Unhinged a chance to do something.”

	“Something like what?”

	“I don’t know. As his name says, he’s unpredictable. So far, he hasn’t made any real threats. He’s merely stated his claim and said he would be back.”

	“I’m sorry. I can see that you’re stressed.”

	“It’s not about me. This uncertainty about the future affects the horde. They’re still grieving the loss of Goran the Vengeful. I wouldn’t be surprised if they thought, deep down, that I’m a poor replacement.”

	“Oh, don’t think like that. They just need time.”

	“Yes, I suppose. Orcs don’t accept change easily. And since we’ve come to this world, change is all we’ve seen.”

	“I noticed many of you don’t use the humans’ things. Like... the washing machines. You still wash your clothes by hand.”

	He smiled. “The cooks have gotten used to working in a modern, human kitchen.”

	“We won’t go to the fair,” Beth said. “There will be plenty of time to do that after Morok backs down.”

	Uthar shook his head. “I don’t think he will. This was his father’s horde, after all. He was his father’s raider in our world. He knows me, and I know him. We fought side by side. And even though we weren’t friends, we respected each other. He thinks that I’m not worthy.” He hesitated, averted his gaze, and thought for a moment about his next words. “What if he’s right? He knows me well enough.”

	“But he left after the war ended and the peace treaty was signed.”

	“Yes.”

	“He doesn’t know you anymore. It’s been years, and a lot of things happened. He has no idea who you are and that you’re the best thing that could’ve happened to this horde.”

	He fixed his gaze on her.

	“Truly. I believe that. I saw how your orcs look at you. How they speak to you. There is respect there. I think there’s love, too. They just need some time to get used to this new order of things, and they’re probably stressed and confused about Morok, like you said. But no one has come to you to tell you that they want him to be their captain, right?”

	He smiled, and it was a little bitter. “I don’t think they’d do that.”

	“Really? Because I have the impression that orcs are direct and have no filter.”

	“Maybe you’re right.”

	“And anyway, you have me now.” She reached over and covered his hand with hers. Or tried to; his hand was that big. 

	He sighed. “Do I?”

	“Yes, you do.”

	As she looked into his dark eyes, she made a decision right then and there. They’d taken their time, and he’d been kind and understanding. Since that first night when he’d declared he was going to get her pregnant before the first full moon, a lot of things had changed. It wasn’t going to happen before the full moon, and she felt like he’d exaggerated anyway, eager to show the horde that he meant business. She felt ready, now. 

	And she missed her sister. It was time to get to doing what she came here to do.

	The sun was setting, and they watched it in silence, their eyes filled with wonder. Beth moved closer to him, and he enveloped her in his arms. She rested her head on his big chest, and he squeezed her closer, burying his nose in her hair and inhaling deeply. It felt nice. She felt protected like that. Cared for. She’d eaten well, the view was exquisite, and he was warm and hard everywhere she touched. She ran her fingertips over his forearm, up to his shoulder, and then down his chest. The tent forming in his leather pants and the quickening of his breath told her that every touch, no matter how timid and superficial, had a strong effect on him. She blushed when she realized how turned on that made her feel. To know that she wasn’t even doing anything, and he had that reaction to her. To her presence, her body, the smell of her skin. 

	It was getting dark. They put everything back in the basket, and Uthar offered to carry both the basket and the pelts. Beth walked by his side, unsure what to do with her empty hands. He moved everything into one hand, as if it was no effort at all, and with his other hand, he took hers. She looked up at him and smiled.

	“This was nice.”

	“We’ll do it again. Anytime you like.”

	“I’d love that. But until then...” She bit her lip, trying to find the right words. 

	“Until then?”

	“Until then, I’d like you to take me home, then take me to our room, our bed, and... do something else than sleep.”

	They’d shared the bed since day one, but thanks to the fact that it was big, – the biggest bed Beth had ever seen, – they had barely touched. And Uthar had respected her wish by sleeping with his back to her. 

	He cocked an eyebrow. “But I’ve barely ticked a thing or two on your list.”

	“Forget the list.” She laughed.

	“I thought it was important.”

	“It was. It is. But this...” She stopped, and he stopped, too. She placed her hand on his chest, feeling the beat of his heart. She rose on her tiptoes and placed a kiss on his jaw. “This is more important.”

	He bent his head, and the next kiss landed on the corner of his mouth. He let out a groan and encircled her waist with his arm, pressing her flush against him. Her hands came to rest on his throat, where she felt his pulse galloping. He leaned in, and she stretched to meet him. Their lips clashed, and she felt his tusks in a strange, delightful way. A current of desire rippled through her, settling between her legs. She let out a small moan, which spurred him on. He claimed her lips more passionately, pushing his tongue inside her mouth. She opened happily, greedily, letting him explore her as he pleased.

	The kiss felt so intense that she was afraid her legs might give in. But he held her tightly, and she felt secure in his arms. When it ended, they looked into each other’s eyes.

	“Let’s go home,” she whispered.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	They kissed their way to the bedroom upstairs, and the only reason Beth didn’t collect a slew of bruises by walking into furniture was because Uthar guided her safely up the stairs. He lifted her midway, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He slipped his hands underneath her long dress and grabbed her thighs. She moaned into his mouth, making him let out a low, guttural growl. She loved the sounds he made – deep and primal. She felt wanted like she’d never felt before. And she wanted him, too, like she’d never dared to dream of wanting a man. 

	Not a man. An orc. A beast with green skin, tusks, and a grip that could snap her bones if he wasn’t careful. She knew he was holding himself back as he lowered her onto the bed, and she didn’t want him to. She opened her mouth to tell him to hurry up and stop thinking so much but stopped herself. If he hurried, if he didn’t pay attention, she might actually end up hurt. And then he’d never forgive himself for it. Beth had to let him do things his way. Let him set the pace.

	“I’ve never done this before,” he said as he lifted her dress and buried his head between her legs, pressing his nose to her wet panties.

	A shiver tickled her spine. “What?”

	“Been with someone like you... a human...”

	She chuckled. “Well, I haven’t been with an orc before. So we’re both allowed to be nervous.”

	“I want to make you feel good. I want to give you pleasure.”

	He rubbed his nose against her, and she moaned. Her hand went to his head. She pressed him down slightly, tilting her hips forward. She needed so much more, and he was teasing her.

	“Then don’t... play with me...”

	He hooked one finger in her panties and pulled. He made no effort at all, but the thin fabric tore easily, and then she was exposed and soaking wet, and he inhaled deeply again. He used two fingers to open her up, and every little gesture he did felt so sinful, almost dirty, that Beth was glad she couldn’t see him under her skirt. He didn’t kiss her directly where she needed him. He took his time to trace her inner thighs with his lips, then the tip of his tongue. He nipped at her sensitive skin, and feeling those sharp tusks, knowing that he could bite off a chunk of her if he wanted to, made her gush even more. 

	And then finally, his tongue pressed against her entrance and traveled up to her clit.

	“So small,” he murmured.

	“Mmm... what? I... I’m not small.” Since coming here and eating the orcs’ food, which was so good that it should’ve been forbidden, Beth had gained a few pounds. It fascinated her that Uthar didn’t care about it.

	“You’re small to me. Tiny.” He flicked her clit with the tip of his tongue, and she let out a shaky breath. “I can swallow you whole...” And he demonstrated by opening his mouth and taking her in from her entrance to her mound. 

	Beth fell on the pillows and let out a loud moan. His tongue dipped inside her, and she felt it long and thick, prodding at her walls, curling toward the front. She focused on breathing evenly, afraid that she might start hyperventilating from the sheer lust he was filling her with. She’d had no idea someone could do something like that with his tongue alone. And then he pulled out and licked her until she was clean. He moved to her clit, giving it quick, teasing flicks, until she was trembling under him, her hand combing through his dark hair, undoing the knot that kept it high up on his skull. 

	“Please... I’m so close... So close...”

	She felt him grin against her. Those dangerous tusks grazed her now and then, heightening the experience. He circled her clit with his tongue, pressing harder and harder, moving faster. She arched her back and came within seconds, the orgasm making her squeeze her eyes shut and pull at his hair. He didn’t stop, and she became so sensitive that she couldn’t take it anymore. She grabbed him by the shoulders and tried to pull him up.

	“Come here... come...” She panted, feeling dizzy, but not yet done. “Come inside me.”

	He climbed on top of her. They were both still dressed, and Uthar decided to fix the problem his way. He pulled at her dress so harshly that the fabric exploded over her big, round breasts, revealing her lace bra. He pulled at that, too, and in seconds, her clothes were on the floor, ripped to shreds.

	He didn’t show any consideration for his own clothes, either. Beth watched in awe as he revealed his body to her – strong, wide chest that was covered in scars, thighs as thick as tree trunks, and what he carried between them... It was the first time she was seeing him naked. They’d slept in the same bed, but he’d never slept without a shirt and pants, wanting to show her that he understood and respected her boundaries. Now that she saw him in all his naked glory, she thought she’d been a fool. To miss the joy of looking upon such a perfect, godly body.

	And his cock... It was long, thick, and already dripping with pre-cum. Hard and dripping for her.

	He descended upon her, not giving her enough time to stare. She would’ve stared forever, but he’d lost the little patience he’d had. He’d gotten a taste of her, and now he wanted more. He pushed her legs open, and she let him, even though he was a little rough. She looked into his eyes, and she saw they had darkened. When he gazed at her now, she got the distinct feeling that he was a predator, and she was his prey. She should’ve been afraid, especially when he squeezed her thigh so hard that he left red marks, but it turned her on, instead. With her pale skin, she bruised easily. But she didn’t want to ask him to slow down. She didn’t want him to treat her like she was made of glass. She wanted him to treat her like the woman that she was, the woman whose body was made for him.

	He pushed inside her, hard and fast, and despite herself, it made her tear up. The look in his eyes changed, and he immediately pulled back out and placed a hand on her cheek. He caught a tear with his thumb.

	“Beth... I’m sorry... I hurt you. I’ll stop.”

	“N-no... Don’t stop. I don’t want you to stop. Just... maybe...”

	“Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

	“Like this...”

	She reached between them and grasped his cock. It was so thick that she couldn’t wrap her hand around it. She swallowed hard and repositioned the tip at her entrance. She wanted him inside her, even though it would hurt, even though there might be blood. She tried to relax as she teased herself with the flushed, engorged head. Her pussy throbbed and opened, and she gently started pushing her hips down to take him in, one inch at a time.

	He groaned but stood still. She’d wanted to let him take the lead, but she saw now that wasn’t a smart idea. At least in the beginning, she had to show him how to handle her, so it wouldn’t all end in tears.

	Half of his cock was in, and she whispered, “You can move now. Slowly.”

	He complied. There was so much concentration on his face, that she felt a little bad about it. He should’ve enjoyed this, and instead, he had to worry about not splitting her in two. The intricacies of a human and an orc having sex for the first time...

	Uthar pushed another inch in, then retreated slightly. When he thrust again, he sank a little deeper into her and let out a groan.

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

	“You’re beautiful,” he said. “And fragile, and perfect... and you’re mine. You’re mine, Beth. I will never hurt you. If you want me to stop, I’ll stop.”

	“No.” She hooked her arms around his neck and pulled him down. She nuzzled his neck and left a tender kiss on his pulse. “Never stop. This will get easier. Just... trust me. Like I trust you.”

	“I trust you.”

	He pushed in a little more, moved in and out, until finally, he was sheathed completely. Beth trembled in his arms, her eyes squeezed shut, her breathing shallow. She tried to get a hold of herself and relax around the massive cock that was stretching her to her very limits. The large head was resting against her cervix, and when he moved ever so subtly, she wasn’t sure if what she felt was pain or pleasure. She tried to let go of any fears or expectations. He was in, and that was all that mattered. He fit.

	Uthar started moving a little faster, all the while studying her face for any trace of pain or tears. She opened her eyes and looked up at him with a reassuring smile. He kissed her forehead, her cheeks, and her lips, distracted her as he pulled out and pushed back in. He did it again, a little harsher, eliciting a moan from her.

	“How is this?”

	“It’s good,” she said. “It’s... good.”

	And it was starting to feel good. Her pussy was getting used to him. To his length and his girth. He filled her so well, rubbing spots inside her that she hadn’t known existed. She was discovering a whole new slew of sensations. And the fact that he was so big, so strong, holding her and covering her completely... He kept kissing her and licking her lips, her throat... He kneaded her breasts and bent down to suck her nipples into his mouth... Soon, pleasure was coming from everywhere, warm, and liquid, and overwhelming, and it started gathering low in her belly. His cock plunged deeper and harder, and she started moving, too, wanting to meet his thrusts. 

	They built up a rhythm that she could keep up with. And maybe it wasn’t enough for him, since he still had to hold himself back, but it was so much for her... so much, that her pussy throbbed with need, and hear beat wildly in her chest. She was panting again, and sweat broke on her temples. She opened her legs more, and he grabbed one by the back of the knee and pushed it up, almost over her head. She wasn’t that flexible, but she was flexible enough that now he had a better angle. His cock went in so deep that she yelped, then laughed when she saw his worried expression.

	“It doesn’t hurt anymore. I promise. You can... do whatever you want... Move as fast as you want.”

	He smiled. “You know I can’t do that, Beth.”

	Of course he couldn’t. It made her a little sad that she would never find out just how strong he was and how hard he could take her. With how much abandon he could fuck her. 

	But what he was giving her... as much or as little as it was... made her almost delirious. He pinched her nipple, and she arched her back. He did it again, and when she moaned loudly, almost screaming, he pushed his hand between them and pressed his fingers to her clit. She screamed, this time, and came with a shudder. The orgasm took her by surprise. It was intense and fast, washing over her in a massive wave, leaving her drenched in sweat and her own juices.

	“My mate,” he groaned as he held her in place, his hands on her hips leaving new marks. “My beautiful, fertile mate...”

	He came hard, and she felt his cum filling her. He groaned and grabbed her jaw, forcing her to look at him. Once again, he was a little rough. He looked her in the eyes as he poured his seed inside her, right into her womb.

	“I am breeding you now. Your belly will grow, and you will be round, and beautiful, and mine. All mine. You are and you shall remain.”

	“Yours,” she whispered. She was so exhausted, she was surprised she could talk.

	It lasted a few minutes longer. Even when he was done, he kept his cock inside her to make sure that his seed wouldn’t spill out. Beth relaxed under him, and even though he was heavy, she didn’t complain. He kissed her tenderly and nipped at her skin until she was covered in tiny little bruises. She sighed and threaded her fingers through his black hair.

	“Beth...”

	“Yes?”

	“You are perfect.”

	She laughed. “Well, you chose me.”

	“Indeed. I chose perfection.”

	It was a little silly, but it felt nice to be complimented and appreciated like she’d never been before. If she’d known sex with an orc could be this good, she would’ve volunteered to become an orc bride a long time ago. Oh, it would’ve saved her so many unsatisfactory relationships and one-night stands. 

	Uthar finally rolled off her, and his cock slipped out, followed by a stream of cum. She squeezed her thighs together and snuggled against his chest. She was out in minutes, so tired that she didn’t even care his chest was far from being comfortable. He was hard everywhere, his skin rough from scars and from the sun. Meanwhile, she was soft and covered in bruises that were only going to get worse. She didn’t want to think about it, though. She would assess the damage in the morning. For now, all she wanted to do was sleep in her orc mate’s arms and dream about their future.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	The days and nights melted into each other. Beth and Uthar rarely left their bed, only to raid the kitchen at the diner, and have dinner with the horde once or twice. They were lost in each other, discovering something new every time their bodies and souls became one. Beth felt like she was living a fantasy. For the first time in years, she allowed herself to disconnect from the real world and focus only on herself and her pleasures. She even left Abby hanging when she texted, and didn’t feel guilty one bit. She knew this time of euphoria wouldn’t last, and she wanted to take advantage of it while she could. 

	Reality swooped in when Lonar the Beast knocked on their door, and in an equally grave and anxious voice announced that Morok the Unhinged was there and wanted to see Uthar the Hunter, the false captain of the horde. The intruder, he’d called Uthar. The usurper.

	Uthar dressed in armor and hooked two daggers in his belt, and a long sword on his back. Beth realized he suddenly looked bigger, taller, more imposing. She’d never seen him so armed, as there was peace in the town they lived in, and no foreign horde ever approached it. Humans didn’t come here, either. At most, Uthar wore a dagger while going about his daily business, and a bow and arrows when he hunted. The light in which Beth was seeing him now was new to her. A little frightening, too, but also fascinating and sexy. 

	They met with Morok the Unhinged at the edge of town. Kinna the Mage was there, with the horde lined up behind her, to make sure that he didn’t enter uninvited. Uthar didn’t go to meet him on foot. His raider brought him his krag, which was a mighty animal, and Uthar jumped on its back, then offered Beth a hand. She was to accompany him as his bride.

	Beth was wearing a long white dress, a shawl around her bare shoulders, to protect her from the unforgiving sun, and black boots on her feet. She thought it was the most appropriate outfit in this situation. Most of her dresses, blouses and skirts were colorful and flowery, and this white beauty that she only saved for special occasions seemed to be the right choice now. It was a special occasion, after all. The whole horde was going to see her riding with Uthar, safely positioned in front of him. His arms around her made her feel like she truly belonged with him, and everyone would see them for who they were. Mates. Mated to each other. Forever.

	The orcs made way for Uthar’s krag. Some of them were on krags, too, Kinna included. Lonar had accompanied Uthar and Beth on a krag of his own, and when they arrived, Beth saw that Morok had brought two dozen orcs with him, and they were all on krags, too. His mage was male, and he had two raiders. 

	“Uthar the Hunter, raider, my old friend,” Morok started.

	It was an insult to call him those things, and Beth felt Uthar tense up behind her. She placed her small hand on his and squeezed lightly.

	“Morok,” Uthar addressed him simply.

	Behind Morok, there was a female orc on a smaller krag. She wore a leather dress, and she had no visible tattoos on her body. Beth took a guess that she was Morok’s bride. Not all orcs took human brides. If they could find mates among their species, that was what they preferred. But since few females went to battle in the orcs’ world, when hundreds of hordes were pulled through portals to the humans’ world, they didn’t bring a lot of females with them. Not nearly enough to ensure the survival of their species in a world so different from theirs.

	“I have come to give you one last chance to step down and let me take leadership of my father’s horde.”

	“That will not happen,” Uthar said in a calm, calculated tone. “You have come all this way for nothing.”

	“Do the right thing, old friend.”

	“I am not your friend. We served together under your father, but that never meant we were friends. You deserted this horde, Morok. You deserted and disappointed your father. You went on your own and gathered a horde of loners, rogues, and renegades. And now you return, having found that he is dead, and lay claim to something that was never meant to be yours. The leadership of a horde cannot be inherited. It cannot be passed down from father to son. You know that, Morok. There are rules to how things are done.”

	“You talk as if you know anything about rules,” Morok said through gritted teeth. “A captain can’t name another captain. Not even on his death bed. Captains are named by the war chief, or by his slayers.”

	“Our war chief has remained in our world, and the portals haven’t brought slayers to this world.”

	“Then the captain is chosen by the horde. And my father’s horde hasn’t chosen you.”

	Silence fell over both hordes. Beth subtly looked around her. She tried not to turn her head too much, not to look too lost or new to the whole thing. Uthar’s orcs didn’t flinch. They didn’t show any sign that they agreed or disagreed with Morok’s words. Beth didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Were they trying to avoid a fight, and that was why they didn’t come to Uthar’s aid? Not that Uthar needed them to confirm his position.... He was their captain, and that was that. Maybe not showing emotion when Morok was trying to insult him and get him to step down was the right way to go.

	Beth had to admit and accept that she didn’t know a thing about orcs. Sure, she knew plenty about their culture and traditions, and she’d been learning a lot about various rules since she came here, but she didn’t know them in a deeper way, where she’d be able to guess what they were truly thinking when they remained silent and unmoving.

	“This is your last chance, Uthar the Hunter,” Morok continued, thinking that the silence meant he could have the last word. “Next time, I will bring my entire horde...”

	“This is Beth,” Uthar said suddenly. “My bride. Soon, she will be with child.” He placed his hand over her stomach, as if a tiny life was already growing inside her. 

	And Beth watched in amazement how Morok’s expression changed from confident to frustrated. Of course he’d seen her. She was right there, riding in front of Uthar. But he’d chosen to ignore her, think nothing of her. 

	“She is fertile,” Uthar continued. “She volunteered to become an orc bride, and when human women volunteer, they are only accepted after it is proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that they are fertile. So, the next time you come, Morok, do bring your entire horde with you, so we may celebrate my first born. I can give my horde something that you couldn’t give yours. Orclings. Children that will run around, play on the streets, and bring joy to everyone. Children mean family. They inspire devotion and hope for a better future. My bride and I will give that to my horde. Soon. So soon, that you will barely have time to leave today and return with all the orcs you have under your command.”

	A nerve twitched in Morok’s jaw. His mate, the tall female orc that had hung back until now, pulled at the reins of her krag and made it step forward. She was now by Morok’s side. She turned to him, and he looked at her with immense contempt in his eyes.

	“Hula,” he growled. “Step back and let me handle this.”

	“My mate, his words mean nothing. One day, we will... I’m sure we will...”

	“Silence! We’ve tried for years, and time and time again, you’ve proven yourself useless.”

	A dark shadow crossed Hula’s features, and Beth found that she felt sorry for her. Hadn’t Uthar told her there were rumors about Morok trying to have children with other females, too? It was clear to her that it wasn’t Hula’s fault. Morok was the one who couldn’t conceive, and even if he stepped on his pride and got himself a human bride, that wouldn’t change. 

	Beth stole a glance at his mage. She wondered if he knew what was really going on. And if he did, was he that afraid of Morok to tell him the truth? Was it possible that mages, with all the power they had and all the plants they used in their magic, were unable to help someone have children? Interesting. Because even human medicine had figured out a solution, to some extent, and it was hard to believe that orc magic could fail where humans had at least partially succeeded.

	Hula turned her krag around. She rode to the back of the horde, where she stopped and waited. Morok’s orcs had different reactions to her. Some averted their eyes, others looked at her briefly, but Beth couldn’t tell how they felt about her. If they were just as disappointed as Morok was, or if they understood what was really happening.

	Morok straightened his back and stretched himself as tall as he could, so he could look down at Uthar. He didn’t spare Beth one glance. 

	“It is clear that my father’s horde hasn’t accepted you. Otherwise, why would you still be wearing the tattoos of a raider? I will be back, and there will be war. You can still avoid the unnecessary spilling of blood. Think about it, Uthar the Hunter.”

	He turned his krag around, and his orcs allowed him to reach Hula and take the lead, then followed him.

	Beth watched as they slowly rode away, unhurried and unbothered, as if to show that this land belonged to them, and the only reason they were leaving was because they wanted to, not because they were not welcome.

	“What will we do?” she asked Uthar in a whisper.

	His hand gently pressed on her belly. It wasn’t flat, – and Beth couldn’t remember if it had ever been flat, – but it wasn’t swelling with a baby, either. It was too soon. 

	“When you are with child, the horde will fully be on my side.”

	“They’re... not on your side now?”

	“It’s a hard transition to make.”

	“What transition? From one captain to another?”

	“From what used to be tradition to a new order of things.”

	“Well, in that case, they shouldn’t be too eager to accept Morok, either.”

	“They are not. They don’t want the two hordes united. But the decisive factor will be the baby you will carry in your womb. The females of this horde want to take care of a little one. And not only them. These past few years have been gloomy and confusing.” He took her chin between his fingers and forced her to look up at him. “Help me bring joy into their lives, Beth. And they will choose me as their captain with their hearts.”

	She smiled. “Okay. I want to do that.” She covered the hand on her stomach with hers. “We’ll do it together.”

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	Morok’s unwelcome visit changed something in the way the orcs behaved, especially toward Beth. She noticed that every time she left the house, they would stare at her longer, approach her and talk to her, – something they hadn’t done before, – and even ask her if she needed anything or wanted company. They were more open and talkative, and she found that she didn’t mind it. 

	She considered it a good sign. 

	Even a better sign was when Kinna the Mage knocked on Beth’s door when Uthar was away hunting, and when Beth answered, she didn’t scowl at her, but actually... smiled. 

	“Hi, Beth. May I come in?”

	“Umm...”

	And Kinna waited respectfully, as opposed to walking past her, like Beth had expected. Because in her experience, the mage didn’t ask for permission, and if she did, it was only for show. 

	“Sure.” Beth stepped aside. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” She hoped she didn’t sound sarcastic. Because she was. A little. “Umm... tea? I’ve just made it.”

	“No, thank you. I only drink the teas I make.”

	They sat down on the couch, leaving as much distance between them as they could. 

	“In fact, I brought you something to drink.” And she produced a small bottle from one of her many hidden pockets. “Here. You can drink it right now.”

	Beth accepted the bottle but held it only with the tips of her fingers, as if afraid it might be poison. She gave the mage an awkward smile.

	“What is it?”

	“Don’t make that face,” Kinna frowned. “I’m not trying to poison you. It’s something that will tell us if you are with child or not.”

	“Oh. Isn’t it a little early?”

	“If you are with child, we will know immediately. Orc babies grow much faster in their mothers’ bellies than human babies. You must know that.”

	Beth did know that. She’d learned at the institute that orc pregnancies lasted five months instead of nine. 

	“Okay... So, I just drink it?” She unscrewed the cap.

	“Yes. And then you’ll have to urinate, and if it’s green, you’re with child. If it’s normal, you have to try harder.”

	Beth sighed and drank the potion. It didn’t taste too bad. She was pretty sure she wasn’t pregnant, though. She had no morning sickness, and it was true that her period was late, but not by a lot, and she’d always had irregular periods, anyway. 

	They sat in awkward silence for a few minutes, then Beth started fidgeting.

	“I’m going to bring tea,” she decided.

	“Might be a good idea. You need more liquids if you want to urinate soon.”

	Beth groaned. “Let’s use the word pee instead of urinate, shall we? Of better yet, let’s not talk about bodily functions at all.”

	Kinna cocked an eyebrow, then shrugged. “Sure. As long as it happens, and you tell me the color.”

	Beth shook her head and busied herself with the kettle and two cups. She brought the tea to the living room and poured it.

	“Why are you being nice to me?”

	“I’m not. I’m just doing my duty as the mage of this horde. Uthar wants you to get pregnant soon, so I need to make sure that happens.”

	“Why the change of heart? I thought you hated me.”

	Kinna sighed. “I don’t hate you. I just don’t like you.” She paused and thought for a second. “Maybe even that’s not true. I don’t like you with him.” Her voice choked a bit at the end.

	Beth sipped her tea and looked at Kinna cautiously. “Because you would’ve liked him... with you.”

	The mage surprised her by being honest, and also calm about it. She sipped her own tea, and to Beth’s relief, didn’t comment on it or made any kind of face. Not that the tea was bad. But it was hard to believe Kinna would accept something from her without criticism.

	“I would’ve liked him... with me when he was a raider. Uthar the Hunter. Uthar the Raider. He’s a captain, now, and we can’t be together.”

	“Was he interested when...”

	“No. All Uthar has ever been interested in is his bow and arrows. And the prey waiting for him in the mountains. But I could’ve made it work... There are ways, especially when one’s a mage.” She gave Beth a mischievous grin. “I didn’t get a chance, though. For a long time, I was too busy tending to Goran, our old captain, to have time to think about myself, let alone Uthar.”

	“I don’t understand. If you have healing powers, why did your old captain have to die?”

	“Because he was old?” And now Kinna did make a face. “I can’t heal old age, silly. All I could do was make him comfortable. Even if I could preserve some of his youth, or the health of the organs that were failing, it wouldn’t have been right. Death comes for us all. It’s not something we should interfere with.”

	That didn’t sound good to Beth. 

	“But you interfere in war... You heal wounds that would cause death otherwise.”

	“That’s a different matter. I heal the warriors because they have a purpose to fulfill. Because in war, it’s not their time to die, it’s their time to win. If it really is someone’s time to die, believe me, all my magic can’t do a thing. It was different with Goran the Vengeful. We were not at war. And he didn’t want to be kept alive for more than the time that had been given to him, anyway. There are unwritten rules when it comes to magic, healing, life, death...”

	“If they are unwritten, how do you know what they are and how to respect them?”

	“What a silly question...” It was the second time Kinna was using that word in relation to her, and Beth found she didn’t really like it. “Instinct. A mage knows.”

	“Hmm... That’s a convenient explanation,” she mumbled. 

	“Anyway, Goran went, and he made Uthar captain. From that point on, he was lost to me. It was just hard to accept for a while.”

	“Lost to you... why?”

	“He’s the captain, I’m the mage. We hold the most power in the horde, and it’s better for a captain and a mage to never be involved physically or emotionally. That way, nothing bad can happen. No drama, no upsets... The horde can’t be torn apart.”

	“Oh. I haven’t thought about that.”

	“Well, you don’t know a lot about our ways.”

	“Much less about your unwritten rules.”

	Kinna finished her tea. “Do you need to go already?”

	Beth jumped to her feet. “Yes, in fact.” Kinna had started talking about Uthar, and she’d been holding it for a while. “Be right back.”

	She went in the bathroom downstairs. It was small, and it only had a toilet and a sink. The light bulb needed changing. As she sat on the toilet, she realized that she was nervous. Kinna had distracted her, and she hadn’t thought about this little test they were doing beyond drinking the weird concoction and hoping it wasn’t poison. She saw things more clearly now. They made sense, too. Kinna had no reason to hate her. She was just bitter that she didn’t have a chance with Uthar anymore. Had Uthar not been made captain, maybe he would’ve been with the mage now, and they would’ve never met. Beth would’ve been chosen by some other orc whom she would’ve had to convince to help Abby.

	She peed, and then stood up and looked at the water. The color wasn’t exactly right, but she wasn’t sure it was exactly green, either. She turned on the torch on her phone and looked more closely. In fact, it kind of looked like a light shade of green.

	A knock on the bathroom door made her heart jump.

	“Are you done?” Kinna asked.

	“Jesus Christ! You scared me!”

	“I don’t know who that is. Are you done?”

	“Yeah... I’m not sure, though...”

	“Let me see.”

	The mage didn’t wait for an invitation. She barged in, forcing Beth away from the door, lest she got hit in the face. With a flick of her hand, she flooded the small space with light. It was so bright that it was hard for Beth to believe it wasn’t natural. But there were no windows in there. It was all Kinna and her magic.

	“It is green. You are with child.” Then she flushed.

	Beth touched her stomach. “But... how? So soon? I don’t feel different.”

	“Maybe you’ll feel sick, maybe you won’t. I don’t know much about human females and their biology.”

	For her sister’s sake, Beth hoped Kinna was just being humble.

	“I must tell Uthar,” she realized. A smile spread on her lips. She looked up at Kinna, and her heart filled with warmth. She was grateful the mage had visited her and made her drink the strange potion. “But he’s out hunting... Maybe we can go find him.”

	“The captain can wait. You’ll tell him later. At dinner.”

	“What? In front of everyone?”

	“Yes. This doesn’t only concern him. It concerns the horde. We haven’t seen orclings in far too long. They will be overjoyed.”

	“I still think it would be better if...”

	“Nonsense! We can’t find the captain, anyway. Who knows how far he’s gone?” 

	Kinna surprised Beth by taking her hand and pulling her out of the bathroom.

	“There’s someone I want you to meet,” she said.

	“What? Who?”

	“Don’t be so silly and curious. You’ll see.”

	Beth rolled her eyes but kept silent as she followed the mage out the door and in the direction of the park. Kinna didn’t let go of her hand, and Beth felt a bit awkward. But not awkward enough to pull free.

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	The house was on the other side of the park. It was small and isolated, occupying only the ground floor. There was a wide porch, and flowers lined the alley that led up to it. On the porch, Beth saw two figures – one of an orc female, and another of a human woman. The orc female was old, with gray hair and ashen skin, and Beth recognized her from the dinners she’d had with the horde. Her name was Gorya the Patient. She was the one who could build anything with her hands. The woman was young, though not as young as Beth. She guessed she could be in her forties.

	Kinna let go of her hand and grabbed her long robe, lifting it as she walked up the stairs. 

	“Look what the cat dragged in,” the woman said, grinning.

	Kinna huffed. “There are no cats around here.”

	“And who is this? Oh... Beth! This must be Beth!”

	Beth approached the woman and her orc companion, unsure what to do with her hands. She fidgeted as she tried not to stare at the woman.

	“I’m Sonya.”

	Sonya. She’d heard that name before. She remembered thinking how... human it sounded. 

	“Hi.”

	“Hello! I’ve heard so much about you. Sit down.”

	Kinna sat down, and Beth did, too. Gorya announced she would bring them all something to drink and disappeared inside the house.

	“Well? Aren’t you supposed to say the same?”

	Beth hesitated. “I’d like to, but the truth is... no one has told me anything about you.”

	Sonya shot the mage an annoyed glance. Kinna barely acknowledged it. 

	“I’m disappointed,” Sonya said.

	“If you wanted to meet her so badly,” Kinna said, “You could’ve joined the horde for dinner. Plenty of opportunities to introduce yourself to the new human bride.”

	The new human bride. It sounded weird. And a little wrong. Like Beth was there to replace Sonya in some way. But she knew Sonya had nothing to do with Uthar.

	The woman sighed. “I don’t feel like being social these days...” She adjusted her blouse and smoothed down her skirt, and that was when Beth noticed she was all dressed in black. Her hair was black, too, though there were a few streaks of gray in it. They made her look sophisticated. “I’m still in mourning. And I know you don’t understand, Kinna, because mourning and grieving is not something you orcs do. But I need time.”

	The mage sighed. “You’ve had time...”

	“I’m sure you don’t miss me.”

	“We miss you a lot.”

	Beth’s eyes widened. She would’ve never expected Kinna to say to anyone that she missed them. Who was this Sonya person, and what had she done to make the mage like her? Could she teach Beth her ways?

	“Anyway, Beth doesn’t know who you are. I thought it was time that you two met. Since we just found out that she’s with child. Uthar’s child.”

	“Oh!” A genuine smile spread on Sonya’s face, so genuine that it reached her dark blue eyes. “That’s wonderful news! Congratulations!”

	“Thank you.”

	Gorya brought tea and homemade pastries and set them on the table. She smiled at Beth and congratulated her. Then she sat down, and they all started to drink tea and nibble at the food.

	“I would’ve loved to have children of my own,” Sonya said. “But Goran didn’t want any more children. Not after Morok had disappointed him. When his son left the horde, Goran felt it like a betrayal. To heal his broken heart, he took me, but made it clear from day one that all he wanted was a companion. Someone to share his house and his bed with. A bride, a mate, but not a future mother. He was old, too. So it wasn’t like...” She exchanged a glance with Gorya, and then tried to catch Kinna’s eyes, but the mage couldn’t care less. “Well, you know. I don’t think he could have children anymore.”

	“I’m so sorry...”

	“Don’t be. Goran offered me the best he had. A lovely home, a family, friends... We had some good years together. When he passed away, I couldn’t stand to live alone in that big house. So I asked Uthar to allow me to move here. I know the horde cares about me, but I needed to be alone. I needed to grieve in peace.”

	“You’ve grieved enough,” Kinna said. “It’s time to rejoin us.”

	Sonya rolled her eyes and gave Beth a conspiratorial smile. “Orcs... You know, I envy them.” She looked back at Kinna. “I envy you. You see death like the most natural thing in the world. You don’t suffer when someone dies. You’re convinced he is embraced by the spirits, gone someplace better. You don’t get attached, you don’t feel lonely...”

	“Of course we feel lonely,” Kinna protested. “When we’re alone. But you’re not alone. You have us. You have everyone. And now that Beth is here, someone like you, someone from your world, maybe you’ll come out of your house more often.”

	“Maybe,” Sonya conceded. “Though, you know what? I personally don’t miss you that much. Since I moved here, you’ve all been visiting me all the time. I couldn’t be truly alone even if I wanted to.”

	Kinna didn’t look offended. She grinned and sipped her tea, feeling proud of herself that she hadn’t given up on Sonya. Beth observed them in silence. It was clear that they were friends, and since she was here with them, invited for the first time, she felt like maybe she was finally on the right path to getting what she wanted.

	“Tell me more about Goran,” she said, thinking that must be the way to Sonya’s heart.

	“Goran the Vengeful. He earned his name in battle, in his world, not here. When I met him, he didn’t strike me as vengeful. We had a peaceful life together. He took care of me, and I took care of him. I was more than ready to give him a child, but he didn’t want that. It was hard to accept at first, but then again, I couldn’t complain. These were the beginnings of the institutes for orc tributes. Orcs came and took brides, and not all of them treated them right. Not immediately after the war. So, I was lucky. He was always nice to me, always gentle. We spent hours talking. He told me stories about his world. He sometimes spoke about Morok’s mother, too, but not often. Only when he got nostalgic. I wasn’t jealous, though. He was all mine. What more could I ask?”

	Beth could tell that Sonya was sad she’d never had kids. But she was just a tribute, like her, and she’d had to respect her orc mate’s wishes. Just like Beth was respecting Uthar’s. 

	“Now tell me about yourself, Beth.” She leaned over and squeezed her knee. “I love your dress, by the way.”

	“Thank you.”

	“And your beautiful hair! Look at that! Is the color real?”

	Beth blushed. “Yes. I got my great-grandmother’s hair.”

	Sonya really wanted to hear about her life, but the problem was that Beth didn’t want to divulge anything important with Kinna and Gorya there. She felt like she could tell Sonya anything, but only Sonya. At least for now. 

	So, she only told her about her job, and how she’d considered taking a sabbatical at first, but then realized how stupid that was, and quit. The women laughed at her expense, and Beth noticed the tension that had first been between them had dissipated. She told them about her apartment, and how she was thinking she might have to sell it at some point. That was partially a lie. Abby lived in her apartment, but Beth didn’t mention her. Not yet. Because then they would ask about her and wonder how her sister had ever agreed with Beth offering herself as tribute. She couldn’t get into any of that, and she didn’t want to lie, either. Lying was never a good policy. But she could omit some things for the time being.

	They finished their tea and talked some more. The sun started to set, and when Kinna stood up, Beth did so too, feeling it was time to go. Uthar should’ve returned by now, and he was probably looking for her.

	“Visit me again, Beth. Let’s go for a walk in the park.”

	“Aren’t you joining us for dinner? I’m going to make the big announcement.” She rested her hands on her stomach, realizing with a bit of embarrassment that it was already starting to become a habit.

	“Not this evening, sorry. Gorya and I will have a quiet dinner together, and then I’ll read a bit before bed.”

	“Some other time, then?”

	“Some other time. Promise you’ll visit.”

	“I promise.”

	Beth and Kinna left, heading straight to the diner. 

	“She seems sad,” Beth said.

	“Yes. She loved Goran, but it’s time for her to let go. I keep telling her. You humans get too attached to things, people, this world, life... You don’t know how to let go, and you suffer for it.”

	“Hm. I guess you are right. Do you think visiting her will cheer her up?”

	Kinna snorted. “She never cheers up when I visit her.”

	Beth laughed. “Because it’s you. Your effect is, like, the opposite of that.”

	“Thank you.”

	Beth stared at Kinna, waiting for a scowl. It took her a minute to understand that her “thank you” had been genuine. She shook her head, making a mental note about how she was supposed to compliment the mage for guaranteed success.

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	The diner was packed, as usual. Even Gorya the Patient was there, though unfortunately Sonya had kept her word and was missing. Beth had hoped the former captain’s bride would make an exception for her. She would’ve loved to have a familiar face to comfort her. Familiar as in... human. She’d just met Sonya, but she already felt like they could be friends. Just because they had so much in common.

	The huge table was laden with food and drinks. Burok and Krib left the kitchen and joined the others. Before Uthar gave the signal that they all could start eating, Beth pressed herself to his side, and whispered in his ear, “Do you mind if I say something before we begin?”

	He looked at her with wide, perplexed eyes, and Beth felt like running out of there and finding a rock to hide under. She’d never addressed the horde before, so what made her think she could do it now? But Kinna had said this was a good idea. 

	Uthar cleared his throat and stood up. Everyone looked at him.

	“My mate has something to say. Please be silent and listen.”

	Beth felt a rush of heat travel up to her head. As she stood up, her legs shook, and she held on to the edge of the table to make sure she wouldn’t fall. Now all eyes were on her. She caught Kinna’s gaze, and the mage nodded at her. Beth let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Now her chest ached. Gorya gave her an encouraging smile, and she told herself, “I can do this. It’s one sentence. Maybe two. I don’t have to make a speech.” Uthar had sat down, and he was staring at her profile with increased curiosity. Her hand inched toward him, and he took the hint and covered it with his. His touch made her feel a little better. Grounded. She could do this.

	“Umm... I just wanted to...” Her voice was too low and wavering, and she saw a few orcs lean in to hear her better, while a few others turned to their left or right to ask what she’d said. She took a deep breath and tried again. “I am pregnant. I found out today, and I just thought...” She looked at Uthar. “That you should know...”

	Okay, that had been pathetic.

	But no one seemed to care.

	Uthar jumped to his feet so hard that his chair bounced back and toppled. He wrapped her in his arms and lifted her off the ground. Beth giggled and wrapped her arms around his neck as he spun her a few times. 

	She heard the horde cheer. Someone clapped, and Kinna started talking, telling them how she went to see Beth, and they found out the good news together. The female orcs wanted to know all the details.

	“You make me so happy,” Uthar whispered in her hair. He kissed the top of her head as he placed her back on her feet. “This is all I wanted. A family.”

	“Well, I’m happy to give it to you.”

	“You will want for nothing. Our baby will want for nothing. I live to serve you.”

	She blushed. It almost sounded too good to be true. But it was true. She looked into his eyes, and she saw that he was honest. Right then and there, he was ready to give her anything she asked for. Anything. She bit the inside of her cheek, wondering if this was a good time to tell him about Abby. And about what would truly make her happy. Not that she wasn’t happy with him and with the baby growing in her womb. But she wasn’t complete. Not yet.

	She realized she would have to give Abby the news, too. Would her sister be excited for her? Probably yes. There wasn’t a single selfish bone in Abby’s body.

	“Captain,” Lonar the Beast patted Uthar on the back. “Congratulations.”

	“Thank you, my friend.” Uthar patted him back.

	“I believe...” He looked around the table. “We all believe that it is time for you to change your tattoos. You are our captain. You are the captain this horde wants and deserves.”

	Uthar searched for Kinna’s gaze. The mage nodded at him.

	“It is time. We all agree. Let’s make it official.”

	Beth was a little confused. She knew that when an orc changed his rank, he had to have his old tattoos erased, so he could get the new ones. But she had no idea how that worked. Her curiosity was piqued.

	They all stood up from the table and pushed their chairs away. No one was interested in dinner anymore. It was a little unfortunate that the food would get cold, but no one felt like eating. There was something important that needed to be done now, and they would celebrate later. Truly celebrate their captain and his pregnant mate.

	Kinna the Mage walked to the door and stopped to wait for Uthar and Beth to join her. The crowd parted to let them pass. Lonar followed them, and then Kinna stepped outside. The sun had set, and the moon was peeking from behind the houses and trees. They all followed the mage to her home. They gathered in her backyard, in a circle, while Kinna disappeared into the house to bring all that was needed for the ritual.

	Lonar disappeared for a few minutes, too, and when he returned, he had wood and matches, and with the help of two orcs, he started a fire. The orcs sat on the grass, kneeling or cross-legged, and Beth looked for a good spot to sit as well. She shyly approached Gorya and the female orcs she was sitting with, and they smiled at her and made room for her next to them. 

	Beth was nervous. She could see in Uthar’s eyes that he was nervous, too. He was silent and solemn, and the creases on his forehead were back. She wanted to hug him, kiss him, and tell him that he was doing great, but she doubted he would appreciate her affection now, when he had to be strong and show that he was, indeed, the captain the horde needed. She didn’t want to embarrass him. She was weak, he was not. It was entirely possible that it was all in her head, and Uthar wasn’t scared in the least, and this was just her projecting her own feelings on him.

	Kinna returned carrying a chair and a bowl filled with water. Beth thought she must’ve been missing something, because that couldn’t be it. 

	“Isn’t she going to use potions, or...?” She asked Gorya.

	The female orc shook her head. “This is a simple ritual. The simplest there is. She is going to use magic, but she doesn’t need any tools. Mages are supposed to be able to perform this ritual at any time, and in any place. On the field of battle, if necessary. All they need is water, the earth underneath their soles, the air we all breathe, fire,” she pointed at the bonfire, “And the magic in her veins.”

	Something didn’t click. Beth couldn’t imagine someone removing and then drawing a whole new tattoo with no tools at all. No ink, either.

	The first thing that Kinna did was to dip a cloth into the water and then run it over Uthar’s current tattoos. She was washing him, but in a symbolic way. She did that for a few minutes, while he sat silent and unmoving in the chair she’d brought for him. He sat with his back straight and his hands on his knees. His eyes were open, his brows furrowed, and he was looking straight ahead, at nothing in particular.

	Beth was almost tempted to say that he was changed. She’d never seen him like this. So focused, so reverent.

	The mage started chanting softly as she moved her hands over the tattoo around his neck. As she did so, Beth saw that Uthar’s expression changed. From focused and collected, he looked like he was in pain. His brows furrowed further, and his jaw clenched. Kinna continued to chant – an ethereal song that was hard to believe it was in the harsh language of the orcs. In the light of the bonfire, Beth saw that Uthar’s skin started sizzling. The black ink vanished, inch by painful inch, and what was left behind was raw, sensitive skin. Light green and almost bleeding. No, not almost. It was bleeding, as Beth saw a drop of blood make its way along Uthar’s collarbone.

	She covered her eyes with her hands, then rubbed at her face and her temples, trying to calm herself down. Kinna didn’t even allow Uthar a break. She went on, and now the captain was grunting softly, struggling to remain silent and unmoving. Beth pressed her hands to her chest.

	“Why does it have to be painful?” She asked the female orcs. “Can’t Kinna just give him something?”

	Gorya shook her head. “No. This is the way it’s done. Pain is nothing to us.” She pointed at the tattoos on her face, which indicated she was a grunt. “I was proud when I got mine. I was one of the first females to join Goran’s horde, and the mage back then gave me my tattoos.”

	“What happened to her?”

	“Him. He died in battle. Kinna came after. She’s still young, but she is talented.”

	Uthar grunted, and Beth found that the sounds of pain he made, as small and subtle as they were, made her sick to her stomach. Not eating before this had been a good idea. She noticed some of the orcs were staring at her, and she realized that she had to act like a proper captain’s mate, not like a scared little girl. She straightened her back and forced herself to watch. 

	The mage moved to the tattoos around his wrists, then to the one around his waist, and finally, the ones around his ankles. For those, she knelt on the ground, and her hands hovered inches from his feet.

	When it was finally over, Uthar let out a long breath. Kinna dipped the cloth in water once more and washed the abused skin. When the cloth passed over it, Beth saw the wounds healing instantly. Uthar was breathing easier, and she sighed in relief, too. The first part of the ritual was over. She had no doubts that the second part was going to be just as painful.

	On her feet, Kinna flicked her wrist in the direction of the bonfire. A flame separated itself from it and floated in the air toward the mage. Beth watched in rapture. Kinna had done magic before. She’d made water and soap fly through the air and hit her in the face. But this was different. It had a solemn quality to it. In the dark, the flame flickered brightly. Then Kinna made a sudden gesture, and the flame lunged at the ground before Uthar’s feet. It burned for a few seconds, then sizzled and died. Kinna knelt once more, chanting as she pressed her palms to the freshly burned soil. When she stood back up, her hands were covered in ash.

	“A captain is bound to the place where he takes on his new duties,” Gorya explained.

	“Oh.” So that was why there was no need for ink. Or at least, ink as Beth understood the term.

	The chant had changed. It was louder now, and the horde joined in. Kinna’s voice rang clear over their heads, while they murmured softly. Beth wondered if they expected her to join in, but she couldn’t speak orc language, and mispronouncing words she didn’t understand seemed like a good way of offending them and their culture. So, she pressed her lips together, though the chant was catchy, and she soon found she was swaying slowly to its rhythm.

	The mage moved behind Uthar. As a captain, the first tattoo he needed was the one on his back. She didn’t press her dirty hands to his skin. She hovered, just like before, and Beth knew the process had started when Uthar took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Her heart started beating faster. It was obvious that getting an orc tattoo was more painful than removing one. And a captain’s tattoos were the most expansive ones. 

	Beth tried to keep a straight face. Uthar was grunting and breathing heavily, but he didn’t flinch away from Kinna. 

	“How long will this take?” She asked Gorya.

	“Kinna is moving as quickly as she can. I’d say an hour for the back tattoo. Another hour for the ones on his arms.”

	“Oh God,” Beth whispered. 

	Time passed slowly. At least to her. She wasn’t hungry yet, but she ached all over. Sitting on the grass with no support for her back was not an easy feat. But she was doing her best not to slouch, because no one was slouching. Now she thought Sonya had been smart to skip tonight.

	Kinna finally moved to his right arm, and then, after what felt like forever, to his left arm. She barely allowed him two breaks, and that only because she needed more fire mixed with earth. The ash that covered her palms never came in contact with Uthar’s skin, which made Beth believe that it was probably symbolic. The substance that was actually etched into his skin was going to remain a mystery to her. She could ask Kinna after, but she was pretty sure the mage would simply say, “magic”.

	The ritual ended at midnight. Kinna washed her hands in the bowl, then stepped before Uthar, said something to him in orc language, and bowed. She stepped aside, and he rose.

	“I give you your captain. Uthar the Hunter,” she said.

	The orcs jumped to their feet and cheered. Lonar the Beast stepped forward, bowed his head slightly, then shook Uthar’s hand and slapped him on the back. Uthar didn’t flinch, like Beth would’ve expected. The torture was over. His wounds had already healed. 

	One by one, the orcs bowed and congratulated Uthar. Beth had to wait another half hour to finally have him to herself. When the horde started to disperse and Kinna disappeared inside her house, Uthar wrapped Beth in his arms and cradled her gently.

	“How are you feeling, my mate?”

	“I don’t know. I don’t know what I saw, nor why you had to be in so much pain. But all right, traditions...”

	He smiled. “It was nothing. You need not worry about me. Are you hungry?”

	“Not really. Though I do feel sorry about all that food.”

	“We can join the others if you want.”

	“Oh? That’s where they’re going?” She looked around and saw that they were alone. She heard Kinna’s front door open and close, then her silhouette walking down the street. Of course no orc would let such good food go to waste. But Beth wasn’t hungry. She’d been assaulted by so many emotions tonight, that the last thing she wanted to hear about was food. “No, I want to go home. Will you come home with me?”

	He kissed her tenderly. “Always.”

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	She wanted to kiss him everywhere it had hurt. He let her.

	They were naked in their bed, and Beth was on top of him, pinning him to the mattress with her body. She knew he was under her only because he wanted to be, not because her weight meant anything to him. She straddled him, bent over, and traced her lips over the tattoo that ran from his left shoulder down his arm. She felt the scars as if they were old and battered, not just recently made, an hour before. Her heavy breasts moved over his chest and abs, her hard nipples grazing him gently. His other hand was on her hip, and he was trying to guide her, to let her know that he wanted to slip his cock inside her.

	But Beth wanted to tease him. And herself. They had time. The night was theirs.

	She rolled her hips, causing the length of his cock to rub against her wet folds. It was the perfect position to stimulate her clit, so she rolled her hips again, angling them just right. She moaned and moved to his other arm, where she started kissing him again, from shoulder to wrist. He had to let go of her and allow her to explore him as she pleased.

	“Does it hurt?” she asked.

	“No.”

	“How bad did it hurt when Kinna made them?”

	“Bad.”

	“I don’t get it. I don’t get why she had to make it so painful, when I know she could’ve made it the opposite.”

	“It’s how things are supposed to be. It’s how it should happen. The horde needs a strong captain who is not afraid of a little pain.”

	“A little?” she huffed. Had it been her tonight, she would’ve fainted about a dozen times.

	He smiled. “It wasn’t that bad. It only lasted two hours.”

	“I thought it would never end.” She rubbed herself harder against him, feeling the tension gather pleasantly in her core. She was soaking wet, dripping onto him, and she wanted him so badly. 

	He cupped her face with his hands and pulled her up. “It’s over now.” He kissed her lips tenderly. When she moaned and opened them, he deepened the kiss. In mere seconds, he became possessive and passionate, pulling her toward him, pressing her against him, one hand going to her hips, to try and reposition her again.

	Beth groaned and pulled back. He let her go, and she quickly slid down his body, before he could grab her again.

	“Tonight is about you,” she whispered as she pressed kisses to his rock hard abs. She pulled her long red hair over her shoulder as she descended further, letting her body slip between his legs. “I want to make you feel...” Her face was now in line with his massive cock. It rested on his stomach, throbbing with need, the engorged head slick with pre-cum. She licked the underside. “Things you’ve never felt before.” He growled low in his chest, and that sent a thrill through her body. She removed her glasses, wrapped both hands around the base of his cock, and guided the tip to her lips. Before she took another taste, she looked up into his eyes. “I won’t be able to take all of it... I want to, but...”

	“You don’t have to do it,” he said in a husky voice. He was dying for her to do it, but he wanted to give her a choice. He combed his fingers through her beautiful hair, slightly pulling at it. “You don’t have to do anything.”

	“I want to.” She enveloped the head with her lips and sucked lightly. She saw him close his eyes and let himself fall onto his back. She smiled to herself and tried to take more of his cock in her mouth. She barely managed half, and her jaw started to ache so badly that she had to stop and take a breath. 

	“I love the way you taste.”

	“Beth,” he breathed. “Don’t say such things, or I’ll...”

	“Come into my mouth? I’d like that.”

	He responded with a groan.

	She giggled and decided to do the best she could. As she slipped his cock back into her mouth and tried to relax her throat, she used both hands to rub the half that she couldn’t swallow. She cupped his heavy balls and massaged them softly, and knew she was doing it right when he bucked his hips and forced more of his cock into her mouth. She gagged a little but recovered and focused on breathing through her nose.

	She bobbed her head, sucked on the tip, moved her hands faster. Hearing him make little noises of pleasure turned her on. Her pussy throbbed with need, and she needed release so badly that she increased the pace, wanting to make him come already. She was plenty familiar with how much stamina he had, so she wasn’t worried that if he finished in her mouth, he wouldn’t be able to fuck her right after. Uthar could go all night. She was the one who couldn’t keep up with him.

	“Beth... My bride...” He was breathing faster. His fingers curled into her hair, and he pushed her down onto his cock without realizing. “My mate...”

	“Mhm...” She hummed softly as she sucked his cock harder and faster, ignoring the tears running down her cheeks. The effort was tremendous, and she was surprised she hadn’t dislocated her jaw. It hurt so much, on the other hand, that it was possible she’d done just that.

	“Will you drink it all?”

	“Mhm...”

	He pushed himself up to look at her. Their gazes met. His was dark and filled with lust.

	“So close... All of it, Beth. Swallow all of it.”

	She nodded as best as she could, and mentally prepared herself. It was going to be a lot.

	With a grunt, he shot his seed down her throat. Despite herself, Beth flinched a little, taken by surprise, and Uthar pressed her head down as he bucked his hips. She tried to relax and swallow. There was so much, and it kept coming, spilling hot and gooey into her mouth. After a while, the stream slowed down, and she managed to suck him again. She made sure to get every drop, and when she was done cleaning him, she looked up at him with a smile. She wiped the corner of her mouth with her hand.

	“Good,” he said in a low, gentle tone. He smoothed down her hair, petting her like she’d just done something extraordinary, and she deserved his praise. “You’re so good.”

	Beth blushed and averted her eyes. She was a bit embarrassed by how much she liked to be praised like that. 

	“Come here.” He pulled her up.

	“Oh! What are you...” He pulled her further up, until her hips were aligned with his face, and he could bury his nose between her wet folds. “Oh, fuck...”

	“Sit,” he ordered.

	She didn’t need to be told twice. No one had ever wanted to try this position with her. She knew why. Because she was heavy. And even though she’d dreamed of sitting on a man’s face since before she’d lost her virginity, she’d never expected any of her boyfriends to ask her to do it. Girls like her didn’t get to be eaten like that. 

	Until they met an orc...

	She hovered, still, afraid to indulge completely.

	Uthar groaned and pulled her down. “Sit.” He looked up at her, his brows furrowed.

	She bit her lip. “I don’t want you to... Uh... oh... Can you... umm... oh fuck... Can you breathe?”

	“I can breathe.”

	And she finally allowed herself to sit on his face properly. Her hands went to grab the headboard. She oscillated between closing her eyes and opening them, on the one hand losing herself in the sensations, on the other hand keen to see him down there, buried between her thighs. 

	His tongue dived inside her, curling against her front wall, searching for her G-spot. He used his fingers to spread her open, gently sliding one into her other entrance. She shuddered, and he caressed her gently with his other hand. When she relaxed, his finger pushed in, and she let out a moan. She’d had no idea it would feel so good and so sinful. He licked her from her entrance to her clit, and swirled his tongue around the small bundle of nerves until she started shaking. He slipped another finger into her pussy, and she felt full in a way she’d never felt before. He didn’t let up until she was a moaning, whimpering mess. When she came with a scream, he held her there, drinking her juices greedily.

	“Oh God... Oh... fuck... Uthar...” She needed a moment before she could roll off him. She let herself fall on the bed, sweaty and satisfied. 

	The orc captain climbed on top of her. As he licked his lips and stared into her eyes, he entered her in one swift motion. She was ready for him. They’d made love so many times, night after night, that her pussy had become accustomed to his massive cock.

	“I love you,” he said, his eyes hooded and filled with lust. “My mate. I love you.”

	Her heart fluttered. They’d never said the words before... She knew she loved him. She’d fallen for him soon after that first night, when he’d been a little rough with her. Since then, he’d made amends. And she also knew he cared about her. But to hear him say that he loved her... 

	“I loved you, too.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, and her legs around his waist. “I love you,” she whispered again as she buried her face in his chest.

	The way he filled her now... His cock coaxing her pussy to open wider, to receive him... It felt so good, so familiar. It felt safe. She knew what to expect. She knew he would make her come again, and again, until she begged him to stop and let her sleep. So, she let him do everything, let him move at the pace he wanted, knowing that in that moment, his sole purpose was to give her pleasure.

	Uthar fucked her slow at first, then started to lose himself in her body, her softness, her wetness. He curled his back to reach her breasts and suck one nipple into his mouth. He was so big, and she was so small, that he had to come up with creative ways to reach the various parts of her body he wanted to touch, kiss, and bite. His hands roamed over her hips and legs, bending her to push his cock deeper into her, making her scream louder.

	And she screamed for him. She knew he liked it when she was vocal. Every noise she made told him what she liked and what she wanted more of.

	She came hard, her back arching and toes curling. And when he didn’t stop or slow down, she came again, this time tears spilling out of her eyes. She whimpered and cried softly as he finally stilled and shot his seed deep within her, right into her womb that already carried life they’d created together. 

	Uthar kissed her tears away.

	“Did I hurt you, my love?”

	“No, never. It’s just that sometimes... it’s so good, so intense that I... I’m sorry.” She chuckled and sniffed. “Trust me, these are tears of joy.”

	He kissed her face and her neck until she laughed, and all her tears dried.

	“Then I will aim to make you cry every night.”

	She laughed harder. “You know, that’s not a bad idea. I always sleep better after a good cry. I think tears contain some kind of sleep-inducing substance.”

	“So, orgasms and tears...”

	“Yes, that’s all I need to be happy.”

	They laughed and snuggled under the covers.

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	“Oh my God, Betty! That’s great news! I’m so happy for you!”

	Beth grinned as she paced the living room and sipped her tea while Abby gushed at the other end of the line. They called each other almost every day, but for the past week, it had been difficult for Beth to get her on the phone. Either no one answered, and Abby replied to her texts late, or Missy picked up and was vague about what was happening. Beth had a bad feeling, but she tried to play it casual and distract her sister with other things before she began asking the real questions. 

	Like... how was she feeling? Was she taking her pills every day? Had she gained at least a little bit of weight? What was the doctor saying?

	She’d asked Missy a few times, but Missy was an upbeat, positive kind of person, which meant that even when things weren’t exactly peachy, she tended to say that everything was fine. On the other hand, Beth trusted her. If something serious were to happen, she knew Missy would tell her the truth. Even if her main policy was to not worry her.

	“I’m so excited,” Abby continued. “Boy or girl? When will you know?”

	“It’s super early. And I don’t think we’ll be able to tell. It’s not like I can go to a real doctor.”

	“But you have a mage taking care of you and the baby, so everything will be okay. More than okay.”

	Beth winced. “Well... Kinna is a great mage, but she doesn’t like me much. I don’t think she’ll take care of me like you imagine.”

	Abby laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t know much about orcs, but I do know that if they don’t obey their captain, their heads roll. Or something like that.”

	“Maybe metaphorically speaking. They’re not actually cruel. Not from what I’ve seen.”

	“Have you ever seen someone in the horde disobey Uthar?”

	“Yes. Kinna has done it a few times. But he doesn’t know about it.”

	“And you’re covering for her?”

	Beth shrugged, thinking about the gold bracelet that was still hidden in her drawer. “I’m not going to tell on her. I need her on my side.”

	Abby was silent for a moment. Beth took advantage of that to finally ask what she really wanted to know.

	“Are you okay? How are you feeling?”

	Her sister sighed.

	Beth knew that when she didn’t respond right away, it meant things weren’t great. Abby just didn’t want to complain. She hated to be seen as a weak, helpless victim of cancer.

	“Abby, just tell me. I need to know. I’ve been gone a while, and... Just tell me the truth.”

	“I haven’t been feeling well lately. I mostly stay in bed. It’s hard to get up in the morning... Takes too much energy. But Missy is keeping me entertained. After work, she comes over and we watch old movies.”

	Beth sensed the smile in her voice.

	“I wish you were here, you know?” Abby went on. “I miss you.”

	“I miss you, too. I wish you were here. This place is amazing! Everyone is nice, the food is great, it’s a bit hot, but it’s clean, and there are krags and cows everywhere, grazing. They roam free. Chickens, too, and a few goats. It’s quite idyllic.”

	“Yeah, it sounds great.”

	Beth bit the inside of her lip, then said in a quiet voice, “I want to bring you here.”

	“I know...”

	“Would you come? If I found a way...”

	“Well, wasn’t that the plan all along?”

	“I don’t know what the plan was anymore. I mean, yes, to convince the mage to help you. But I never stopped to think beyond that. Like, if she really heals you...”

	“If.”

	“What will happen after? Will you want to go back home? Will you want to stay?”

	Abby let out a long breath. “Let’s not talk about that. It’s too far into the future, and I don’t know how much... future I’ll see, anyway.”

	“Don’t say that...”

	“It’s true, though.”

	Beth nodded to herself. She wasn’t listening to Abby, really, she was listening to her own thoughts.

	“I’ll talk to Uthar. It’s time. And then I’ll talk to Kinna. Maybe I’ll talk to Sonya, first.”

	“Why Sonya?”

	“She knows them. She’ll tell me how I should talk to them, what to expect... I need her advice. Because I don’t want to mess this up, Abby. It’s the one chance we have...”

	“Hey, I trust you. You won’t mess it up. You’re part of the horde now. You’re having the captain’s baby.”

	Beth smiled. “Right? It’s going to be okay, I’m sure. I’ll bring you here as soon as I can, and then... then we’ll talk about the future.”

	They talked some more, then Abby said she was tired, and Beth told her she loved her and let her sleep. She had work to do. She’d been talking about it for ages, thinking and dreaming about it, now it was time to finally act. She felt like she was in the right position to do so. Uthar loved her, Kinna was still cold but friendly, Sonya had asked her to visit, and in general, the horde liked Beth. They all wanted an orcling to run down the streets and play in their yards. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	They walked arm in arm, like two ladies in a Victorian era novel. Beth was wearing one of her signature flowy dresses, and Sonya was in a dress too, black and sensible, with short sleeves and lace around the neckline. They both wore boots, seeing how krags, cows, and chickens were everywhere, and the chances of stepping in something unpleasant were high. 

	“Thank you for trusting me, Beth. It means a lot.”

	Beth had told Sonya about her sister, and about how she’d decided to offer herself as tribute. She’d held nothing back, and even though telling the widow the whole story had been exhausting, at the end of it, Beth felt lighter. Like a burden had been lifted off her heart.

	“I don’t want you to think that I’m here just for this. I want to help my sister, but I also want to be here. To be with him.”

	“Did you plan on falling in love?”

	“No.” She bit her tongue as she admitted it. “But I hoped I would.”

	Sonya nodded. “Despite what humans in our world think, it’s surprisingly easy to fall in love with one of them. The males take care of their females. They see mates as sacred, and themselves as blessed when they find one.”

	“But I heard in their world, polyamory is not uncommon.”

	“No, it’s not. But a mate is still a mate. They don’t see laying with another as betrayal. They believe that both males and females are free to do whatever they want, as long as they harm none. Anyway, it’s not something they do in our world.”

	“With the shortage of females... I guess it makes sense.”

	“I never worried about it, and you shouldn’t either,” Sonya said. “Goran was fully devoted to me, and I can see that Uthar is fully devoted to you.” She gave Beth a warm smile. “It’s so obvious.”

	“I’m not worried.” Beth blushed. 

	“Good. Because he would do anything for you. He will do anything for you. You should’ve told him about Abby sooner. Especially since you say she doesn’t have much time.”

	Beth frowned. “I don’t know... Doctors can be wrong. But I felt like I had to wait. Orcs don’t share their magic with humans. The weapons they sell are not enchanted. The crystals and amulets aren’t enchanted, either. And I believe mages aren’t allowed to sell potions, ointments, and not even herbs at fairs.”

	“That’s right. Orc magic is incredible and powerful. You know what happens when humans get their hands on anything that’s incredible and powerful. It all ends in disaster. But this is different, Beth. You want to save someone’s life.”

	“I just thought it wouldn’t have been fair to come here and demand that the mage healed my sister. I had to prove myself first. In some way. I had to show everyone that... I don’t know. That I’m worth the trouble?”

	“Oh, don’t talk like that.” Sonya stopped and placed a hand on Beth’s cheek. “Uthar the Hunter loves you, and when he took you, the decision that you are the only one for him was made. Had you told him about your sister then, he would’ve understood. As he will understand now.”

	“But what if he... or someone else... or Kinna will think all I ever wanted was to take advantage?”

	“No one will think that. Not even Kinna the Mage.”

	“I don’t know...” Beth sighed. “She doesn’t like me. I mean, things between us are better now.”

	Sonya smiled and wound her arm through Beth’s, pulling her along the pathway. “Kinna is a good, devoted mage. Yes, she can be difficult sometimes, but she knows her place. And I think you know why she didn’t like you at first.”

	“I do.”

	“So, can you blame her? The heart wants what the heart wants, and hers was not meant to have what it desired. She’s made her peace with it now. It took her some time, but it was only natural. She sees that you are good for the captain, and for the horde. Had Uthar remained a raider, things would’ve been different. But Goran the Vengeful treated him like a son, especially after Morok’s betrayal. If you ask me, I knew all along that my mate was going to make Uthar captain. He never spoke about it, but I knew him well enough. He made the right choice. The horde is in good hands. And Morok is no real threat.”

	“You think so?”

	“The horde has officially chosen and accepted Uthar the Hunter. He has the tattoos to prove it. And the bride, and his first baby growing in her belly. What does Morok the Unhinged have? A horde he pulled together from scraps. Rogue orcs, orcs without a horde. And a barren mate.”

	“He can take a human bride whenever he likes,” Beth said. “And the institutes make sure that all the tributes are fertile.”

	“He won’t do that. He detests humans, and he believes that to accept tribute from your species is a sign of weakness. He also believes that a child born of a human female is only half orc.”

	“Well, technically...”

	“Yes, but the orc gene is so strong that the children never inherit human traits. Your baby may have your eyes, but he or she will be as strong as Uthar.”

	Beth nodded. They walked a while longer, and Sonya told her about Goran. Beth noticed that she talked about him with equal joy and regret in her voice. She missed him.

	“You should go to your mate now,” Sonya said after they returned to her house. “Tell him about Abby, and don’t worry about what he’ll think about you. Because I promise you, he will only think good things.”

	Beth took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Okay, I’ll do that.”

	“And talk to Kinna, too. It was wrong of you to think that she would refuse to help someone who is dying.”

	That made Beth feel a little ashamed of herself. Sonya was right, of course. The mage was a little fussy and unfriendly. Arrogant, too. But she wasn’t cruel. 

	The orcs had trusted Beth so far. Uthar had brought her here, and the horde had accepted her. She was one of them. Now it was her turn to trust them. Without fear, without second thoughts. For Abby.

	And why wouldn’t they welcome Abby like they’d welcomed her? Her sister was much more pleasant and cheerful than she was. Beth was sure that if she came to live here, even only for a while, she would win their hearts.

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	Beth could barely eat at dinner. She’d thought of asking Uthar to have dinner together, just the two of them, at home, but then changed her mind and decided it was better to act natural and stick to their usual routine. She poked at her food, her mind going in circles about how to tell him about Abby. The truth was she felt exhausted. She’d told Sonya, and the weight had been lifted. Now it was going to take extra effort to tell the story again.

	When dinner was over, Beth wrapped herself around his thick arm and pulled him out of the diner. Some evenings, Uthar liked to spend more time with the horde, drinking ale and making plans for the next day. Beth would go home and wait for him in bed. It was different this evening. She needed him all to herself.

	“Let’s go,” she urged.

	“Oh, you have a surprise for me?” He grinned. He knew that when she was impatient, it was because she wanted him.

	Beth smiled. “Not quite. I need to tell you something, that’s all.”

	His brows instantly furrowed. “Is everything okay? With the baby?”

	“Yes! The baby is fine. I’m fine. What I need to talk to you about is not... that.”

	“Then?”

	His mood changed in mere seconds. He could feel that she was nervous, and Beth realized that trying to hide it was silly. It was what it was, and she felt how she felt. She pulled him toward their house.

	“Let’s just get there. I’ll make us tea, and I’ll tell you everything.”

	“Everything about what?”

	She sighed. “Please, my love. Be patient.”

	It worked. Every time she called him “my love” he melted. They walked in silence the rest of the way.

	Beth went straight to the kitchen, where she put the kettle on. Uthar followed her and sat at the kitchen table, something he rarely did. He gently ran his fingers over the covers of the books she was reading. The kitchen table was always cluttered with her things – books, notebooks in which she wrote her thoughts, coloring books, and crayons. He smiled as he leafed through them, not focusing on anything in particular. He loved this side of his mate – the romantic, creative side. He didn’t understand it, but he saw it brought her joy.

	Beth poured the tea and sat across from him. She placed her hands around the hot mug, feeling soothed and grounded by the heat.

	Uthar didn’t drink tea, but he politely accepted the mug. He was going to stare at it until it got cold, and then Beth would reheat it and drink it herself. It was almost a ritual.

	“Tell me,” he said. And his tone was soft and reassuring. 

	Beth closed her eyes for a second, nodded to herself, then opened them and looked at him. His attitude had changed. Just like that. She remembered how he’d been the first time he’d brought her here, and how his mood swings used to give her whiplash. Even though they were much more balanced now, his mood could still change at a moment’s notice. It just didn’t happen as often.

	She pulled out her phone and looked through her photos until she found one of Abby. It was one from a few years ago, where she looked beautiful and healthy. It had been taken at a national park, and Abby was in hiking gear, with her blond hair tied in a messy ponytail, and her blue eyes sparkling with mirth. Beth showed the picture to Uthar.

	“This is my sister, Abigail. Abby.”

	He frowned. “You have a sister? Beth, I didn’t know that.”

	“I know. Because I didn’t tell you.”

	He looked into her eyes. “Why?”

	Beth scrolled through her photos until she found another one of Abby, taken after she’d finished her chemo treatment. Her hair was gone, her eyebrows were invisible, and her blue eyes looked tired and dull. She’d lost so much weight that her bones protruded.

	“This is why.”

	Uthar stared at the picture for a minute, then Beth scrolled to another one, where Abby was wearing a blond wig and smiling feebly at the camera. She looked a bit better, but not by a lot.

	“I don’t understand,” he said. “This is still your sister. I can see that. But what happened to her?”

	“She is ill. Cancer. She only has a few more months to live. That’s what the doctors say, at least.”

	“Cancer? What is... cancer?”

	Of course, an orc wouldn’t know what cancer was. They didn’t get sick. And if they did, their mages healed them in a matter of hours, sometimes minutes. Even without magic, they were resilient, and they healed fast on their own. 

	Beth found herself in the unexpected position where she had to explain cancer to someone who didn’t have the barest concept of illness. She even searched for an article online and read him passages. At the end, Uthar was as confused as ever, but he did look like he’d gotten the gist of it.

	“So, your sister is dying.”

	“Yes.”

	He jumped to his feet. “Why didn’t you tell me?” The patience in his voice was gone, replaced by irritation. It wasn’t yet anger. “This is your sister, your family, and you didn’t say a word. Why?”

	“Because I...”

	“And what about your parents? Is there anything I need to know about your parents, too? There was nothing about your family written in the file I received from the institute. I should’ve asked questions, but I was... distracted. This is my fault. I should’ve asked.”

	And just like that, when Beth had expected him to switch to anger, he’d switched to guilt.

	“No, no, no.” She rushed to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “It’s not your fault. It’s no one’s fault, not even mine. And my parents... mine and Abby’s... are gone. They passed away.”

	He froze. “How?”

	“It was an accident. They were on vacation, they took a boat out on a lake, and... It just happened.”

	He disentangled her from him and held her at arm’s length.

	“My love... my mate... I am so sorry. You and your sister are orphans.”

	A tear ran down Beth’s cheek. “Yes, well... It’s okay, because we have each other.”

	“But you said she’s dying. Why didn’t you tell me? I could do something... My kind isn’t affected by illness. It rarely happens, and when it does, we have a mage to take care of us. Kinna could... She can...”

	“I know.” She looked up into his eyes. She held his gaze even as tears blurred her vision before they rolled down to her chin. Her glasses fogged up, and she removed them and placed them on the table. “And I want to ask... I need to ask... Will you help me? Will you help Abby?”

	“Yes! Of course! But why didn’t you...”

	“I was afraid you might think... Or Kinna might think...” She sighed as she had to accept there was no right way to say this. She just had to say it and hope for the best. “It’s why I became a tribute. That is the truth. I knew that only orc magic could save my sister, so I decided to become a tribute, so someone would take me, a captain, so I would join a horde and be able to help her at some point. I knew it was a risk. I knew that my becoming a tribute wouldn’t guarantee anything, but I had to try. But you must know, my love, I am here because I want to be here. My decision to offer myself in exchange for healing magic for my sister was the right one. I found you. Or… you found me... And now we’re going to have a baby together. And it’s wonderful. No matter what happens, I am where I’m supposed to be.”

	Uthar was silent for a moment. He looked into her eyes and searched her face, taking in her words. Finally, he nodded and pulled her to his chest. He held her there, cradling her head near his heart.

	“You were afraid I’d think you were taking advantage of me,” he said. “But what right would I have to think that, when I took you because I needed a bride to help consolidate my position? My love, I was the first to take advantage of you. Remember that first night, when I tried to...”

	Beth smiled against his chest. “I remember. It’s funny now.”

	“No. It wasn’t funny then, and it’s not funny now.”

	“It’s different, though, isn’t it? Because I was a tribute, and that meant whoever chose me had a right to choose me for whatever purpose.”

	“It’s not different.”

	“Well, then... Let’s just say we found each other so we could help each other.” She pulled free and placed a hand on his cheek. “How about that?”

	He smiled. “I think that works.” He leaned in and lifted her up at the same time, so their lips met in a sweet, gentle kiss.

	Beth melted against him. She let him support her weight. Not just her body weight, but the weight of her soul, her emotions, her worries, fears, and hopes. He could do that for her. All she had to do was let him.

	“We’ll bring your sister here,” he said, looking into her eyes with immense love and kindness. “Together.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Betty, I don’t know... I don’t want to.”

	Beth squeezed the phone.

	“What do you mean you don’t want to? I talked to Uthar, and we’re ready to come get you right now.”

	She heard Abby sigh as she clattered about in the kitchen. She dropped something and cursed under her breath.

	“Are you okay? What happened?” Beth was growing more and more alarmed.

	“Nothing. A plate. It slipped.”

	“Be careful. Where is Missy?”

	“She has a shift today.”

	Beth munched on her lip. She was upstairs, in one of the bedrooms she and Uthar didn’t use, wondering if Abby would agree to live with them while Kinna the Mage figured out how to help her.

	“Abby, tell me why you don’t want to do this. This was the plan all along.”

	“It was your plan, not mine. Don’t pretend you did everything for me, Betty.”

	“I am not pretending! I never said that, and I would never...” She took a breath. “I did this for us. The both of us. I admit that I wanted a break from life, and work... A permanent break. And I wanted a family of my own. But I also wanted to find a solution... for you. Since Mom and Dad...” She swallowed heavily. “We’ve been on our own. Just the two of us. We’ve had each other, and that made things easier. I don’t know what I would do if you...” Tears welled up in her eyes. “I can’t lose you. Okay? I cannot lose you. I’m in a position where I can help you. I can make this all go away. Orc magic is powerful. Like nothing you’ve ever seen. I have to doubt that Kinna can heal you. Abby, I will not take no for an answer. We’ve come this far...”

	Beth heard her sister sigh. The scrape of a chair on the hardwood floor, and she knew she was sitting down. She was probably too tired to do anything, and she should’ve been in bed, not in the kitchen.

	“Okay, I’ll come,” she said, defeated. “I’ll come and see you, see your orc mate and the mage. But I can’t move there, Betty. I don’t think I can live with an orc horde.”

	Beth smiled. “Don’t say that before you see this place. But it doesn’t matter. You don’t have to stay. When you’re back on your feet, you can return to your life. Your real life. The apartment is yours. Missy can move in if she hasn’t already. You can do whatever you want.”

	“Promise?”

	“I promise.”

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	The horde captain made his raider, Lonar the Beast, in charge the next day, took one of the orc cars, and drove up to the house, where Beth was waiting. Sonya was waiting with her.

	When Beth told her that she and Uthar were going to see her sister and bring her to the town, Sonya’s eyes had brightened with interest. And longing. After so many years with the horde, she wanted to see the world of humans again. Even a few hours would be enough, and Beth immediately agreed. She hoped that if Abby saw Sonya, she would feel safer. 

	The two women rode in the back as Uthar took the wheel and drove them out of town. The orc car was a massive vehicle that was a mix between a modern car and a carriage. The orcs had started building them a few years after they came to the humans’ dimension, when they realized that if they wanted to be able to fit in and share this world with humans, they couldn’t ride their krags everywhere. On the highway, krags were a pain to ride, and dangerous to everyone. Usually, the orcs cars didn’t have a ceiling or walls. They were open. But sometimes, orcs would use tarps to cover them and turn them into wagons. Uthar had done this now, knowing that the human females needed protection from the wind and dust – two things that didn’t bother orcs in the least.

	“I can’t believe you haven’t seen a single human until I came,” Beth said to Sonya.

	“Oh, I’ve seen humans. I haven’t really interacted with them, but I used to go to the fair with my mate, and I saw them there, selling various goods. It’s not humans that I miss. It’s their world. My world. The busy streets, the fast-food restaurants, the malls, the movies...” She smiled nostalgically. “I’d really like to see a movie.”

	“I don’t get it. Every house and apartment in town has a TV.”

	“Well, yes. But there’s no cable. It’s a miracle we have electricity, and no one has cut us off.”

	“Maybe we can do something with the TVs.”

	Sonya waved her hand in dismissal. “Orcs don’t watch TV. What would they watch? The news? It’s all about humans and their world. And I’m sure that when they talk about orcs, they aren’t very open minded. Not even after all this time we’ve lived in peace.”

	“Movies...”

	“Movies made by humans, about humans, for humans? I’d be surprised if they wanted to see that.”

	“You’re right. I’m being silly. But yes, I miss seeing a movie, too. I’m glad I have phone signal, and I watch short videos from time to time.”

	“I don’t have a phone anymore.”

	“Oh. You didn’t want to keep in touch with your family?” The second she asked the question, Beth silently cursed herself. What right did she have to ask Sonya such personal questions? She herself felt uncomfortable every time someone asked her about her parents. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to pry. You don’t have to tell me.”

	“It’s okay. My family and I are estranged. We never got along. I had to make it on my own from an early age, and I managed for a while. But then things got hard. Especially during the war. And then after, it wasn’t much better. So, I decided to become a tribute, thinking it couldn’t be worse than what I’d already experienced. It was the right choice.” She smiled. “I had some wonderful years with Goran, and now the horde takes care of me. I’m happy where I am, and I’m happy I have you now.”

	Beth smiled back. “I’m happy I have you, too.”

	It was a long trip. Beth and Sonya dozed off. Uthar had to wake Beth when he entered her city and didn’t know how to find the address. Beth climbed with him in the front. It was a tight fit, and she had to almost sit in his lap. She opened the maps app on her phone and guided him to the best of her ability.

	The streets were narrow. Uthar maneuvered the car with care, doing his best not to hit anything. When they finally reached Beth’s and Abby’s apartment, he let out a breath of relief. Everyone was looking at the orc car and at them. The tarp didn’t cover the front, and they were exposed to the world. People stopped in the street to gape at the redheaded woman sitting in the orc captain’s lap. 

	Beth blushed and scrambled to climb out of the car. It was so big that she had to place one foot on one of the massive wheels. Uthar tried to help her, but it was too late. She jumped out and almost fell on her face. Almost. She hissed in pain. She’d managed to sprain an ankle.

	“Are you all right?” Uthar was by her side in a second. “Why did you jump like that?”

	“They’re looking at us, and I hate it,” she whispered. “This is not the circus.” She was terribly tempted to yell at them to fuck off, but her ankle hurt, and she also wasn’t that kind of person. “Let’s just... get inside.”

	Sonya climbed out of the orc car with expert ease. She’d done it many times before. She followed Beth and Uthar into the apartment building while she took in the street, the people, the supermarket down the block. A smile played on her lips. She’d missed all this, but not enough that she wanted to move back and live in the heart of civilization. Last time she’d been here, life hadn’t exactly treated her well.

	Thanks to how big Uthar was, the three of them didn’t fit in the elevator at once. Sonya asked about the floor and said she was going to take the stairs. Uthar wanted to take the stairs too, but Beth laughed at the paleness of his face and pushed him inside the elevator.

	“It’s perfectly safe. And fun.”

	“It’s a matchbox,” he said sternly. He was trying to hide how nervous the elevator made him. “These things can break at any moment. My orcs and I never use them.”

	There were buildings in their town that had elevators. Beth hadn’t used them either, thinking they probably weren’t safe since they hadn’t been used or repaired in forever. 

	“This one is fine, trust me.”

	He didn’t say anything. She pushed the button for the seventh floor, and he held his breath and stared straight ahead. He’d had to fold his body a bit, keep his arms close to his sides, and curl his back to fit. Next to him, Beth didn’t mind that she was being cramped in with him.

	“Fun! Right?”

	He kept silent. The elevator stopped, and the second the doors opened, he leaped out. Beth laughed and followed him. They waited for Sonya, who took her sweet time enjoying the trip up the stairs, then finally knocked on the door.

	Abby answered.

	When Beth saw her, she didn’t know what to do. Tears welled up in her eyes, and her heart beat faster and ached at the sight of her sister, who was paler and thinner than when she’d left.

	“Hey,” Abby whispered.

	Beth let out a strangled cry and jumped to hug her. She pressed her to her full, soft body, enveloping her completely. She could feel Abby’s every bone.

	“I missed you,” she said. “I missed you so much.”

	“I missed you, too.” Abby wrapped her arms around Beth. Over her sister’s shoulder, she looked at Uthar and Sonya. She knew who they were, but that hadn’t saved her from the shock of seeing them in the flesh.

	Beth let go and wiped her tears. “This is Captain Uthar the Hunter, my mate. And this is Sonya.”

	“Hi. Umm... please, come in.”

	“Look who’s here!” Missy’s voice rang cheerfully from inside. “Look who decided to finally pay us a visit!” She emerged from the kitchen just as Beth, Uthar, and Sonya were entering the apartment. “Come here! Let me see you and congratulate you!”

	Missy hugged Beth, then placed both her hands on her belly. It had gotten a bit rounder, but it wasn’t yet obvious that she was pregnant.

	“This is amazing! I’m so happy for you.”

	“Thank you. Let me introduce you to my mate and my friend, Sonya.”

	The next five minutes were dedicated to introductions and pleasantries. Beth noticed that Uthar was feeling uncomfortable. He didn’t know what to do with his hands, and when Missy invited them to sit in the living room, he wasn’t sure where to sit, or how. Beth sat on the couch and patted the place next to her. Missy went into the kitchen to bring refreshments, and Sonya preferred to pace around the room and study the bookshelves. When she was bored of that, she went to the window and looked outside. 

	Abby chose to stand, unsure of what the protocols where when one got a visit from an orc captain.

	“Everyone, relax!” Beth said with a roll of her eyes. 

	“Who’s tense?” Missy came back carrying a tray. There was a glass for everyone and a big pitcher of lemonade. “No one is tense. This is great!” She started pouring, and gave everyone a glass, even if that meant chasing Sonya around the room.

	“Can we turn on the TV?” Sonya asked.

	That confused Abby for a second, but then she reached for the remote and turned it on. Sonya claimed the remote and started browsing the channels as she drank her lemonade.

	“Umm... I’ve already packed,” Abby said. “It’s just one suitcase. I can change my clothes, and... we can go.”

	“There’s no rush,” Uthar said. Since he was the only male in the room, – and an orc, – his voice sounded unnaturally low and grave. He cleared his throat when he noticed how Abby and Missy stared at him. “I mean, we can go whenever you want. Whenever you’re ready.”

	Abby nodded. 

	Beth sipped her lemonade. She tried not to stare at her sister. She noticed that Missy was behaving like nothing was wrong and this was totally normal, but she knew Missy well enough to be able to tell that she, too, was worried about Abby’s state. In reality, there was no time to waste.

	“We can finish our drink, and we can go,” Beth said.

	Everyone nodded, except Sonya. She’d found a movie and sat in the only empty armchair.

	“Can we order pizza?” she asked innocently. When no one answered, she turned to them, giving them the loveliest smile she could muster. “Please? I haven’t had pizza in years. It’s the only thing I still dream of sometimes.”

	“Oh... umm... of course.” Abby grabbed her phone. “Anyone else want pizza?”

	“Why not?” Beth said.

	“Perfect!” Missy agreed.

	“I don’t know what pizza is,” said Uthar.

	“Oh, then we must get pizza! Or you’ve lived for nothing,” Beth laughed.

	The orc captain furrowed his brows but said nothing. In this place, he was out of his depth. If he’d thought he’d adapted to the world of humans, he’d been wrong. 

	“Pizza for everyone, then,” Abby grinned.

	They watched the movie while they waited, and when the pizza came, they dug in with immense pleasure. The simple fact that Beth and Sonya were devouring theirs like it was their last meal on earth made Abby and Missy enjoy theirs more than usual. Uthar was still reluctant, even as he swallowed one slice, and then another. For him, the slices were small, and before the women managed to eat half of their pizzas, he was done with his. Beth gave him one more slice.

	“Well?” she asked. “What’s the verdict?”

	“I believe it is wise to ask Krib and Burok to start preparing this meat and tomato pie for the horde. It’s a worthy food.”

	Beth burst out laughing. Sonya and Missy followed, and Abby joined in after she almost choked on a bite. 

	“And we have plenty of TVs, too,” he continued. “Maybe we can find a way to make them work.” He turned to Beth, who’d smeared pizza sauce on her cheek. He used his thumb to clean it, then licked it absentmindedly. “Would you like that, my love?”

	“I would like that very much. My love.”

	As they shared a kiss, Sonya grinned from ear to ear. If Uthar the Hunter brought pizza and cable to their town, then she saw no reason to miss the world of humans.

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Abby was lying on a table in one of the rooms in Kinna’s house. It had been a bedroom once, but the mage had turned it into what Beth could only think of as an infirmary. The table in the middle of the room was where Kinna’s patients lay, so she could move around them, administer her potions and ointments, sing her chants, and do her magic. The walls were lined with shelves that were filled with jars, bottles, and tin boxes. Bouquets of dried plants hung from the ceiling, and the room smelled of lavender and rosemary. There were two other tables, and they were filled with books, some open, some closed, and burning candles. Beth wondered about the candles. What could their purpose be when they had electricity? Maybe it was mystical.

	Kinna walked around Abby, a burning stick in hand, murmuring something in orc language. She stopped at her feet and started drawing symbols in the air. Then she moved to stand at her head and drew more symbols with her fingertips. She touched Abby on the forehead, then at the base of her throat and on her chest. 

	This ritual lasted a while. Beth stood in a corner, arms crossed over her chest, foot ready to start tapping with impatience. It had been a while, and Kinna hadn’t said anything. She’d just walked round and round the table, filling the air with the nasty smell coming from her stick. 

	Abby looked scared. She closed her eyes, opened them, moved her lips silently as if she was counting to ten. Or to one hundred. She held her arms at her sides, and from time to time, her fingers twitched. Kinna had made her remove the wig and had given her a pillow to rest her head. To say that had made Abby feel uncomfortable and close to tears would’ve been an understatement.

	Kinna walked away from the table and placed the stick onto an iron cast plate. She turned to Beth and thought for a second before she spoke.

	“Well?” Beth asked.

	Abby realized the consultation, – or whatever that had been, – was over, and pushed herself up. She was shaking slightly, and it wasn’t because she was cold. She was afraid of what the mage was going to say. Incurable. That was the word all the doctors she’d seen had used. She was afraid of that word. Better to not hear it and not know.

	“I can do it,” Kinna said. “I can treat her.”

	“Oh, thank God!” All the tension in Beth’s body left, flying away like a moth in the night. “Oh, dear God! Thank God!”

	The mage cocked an eyebrow. She looked slightly offended. “Your God has nothing to do with this. Thank me. When I’m done, and your sister is cured.”

	Abby jumped off the table and reverently approached Kinna. “Are you sure? You... can cure me?”

	“Yes.” The mage stuck her nose in the air and sniffed. “When I say that I can do it, then I can do it. It’s not very nice to doubt me, you know.”

	“She’s right, Abby,” Beth said, a smirk playing on her lips. “This, she can do. She can cure cancer. The part she still has to work on is enchanting jewelry. For some reason, she keeps making them explode.”

	“Hm. Funny.” Kinna was not impressed.

	Abby stared at them in confusion. She couldn’t yet wrap her head around the fact that she was going to be cured. For real. And forever.

	“I’m sorry. I don’t doubt you... I would never...” The mage scared her a little. But she also gave her hope. Hope like Abby had never felt before. “How will you do it?”

	“There’s no point in trying to explain it to you, because you wouldn’t understand. It will take time, though.”

	“Time? How much time?”

	“I don’t know. We will see. I will need to see you ever day, and I will perform various rituals that will take a few hours. It’s hard, tedious work, and you’ll have to be patient.”

	“I can be patient.”

	“And you will have to take the potions I prepare for you. You will take them at exact hours, and you will not miss a single one.”

	“Okay. I can do that.”

	“Good.” Kinna gave Abby a smile. It was open and genuine, the kind of smile that didn’t grace her features often. “Go settle in, now. Come to me tomorrow at dawn.”

	“Thank you.”

	Abby rushed into the living room, where her wig was waiting. Beth stayed behind. She watched Kinna as she started clearing out the table, pretending that Beth wasn’t there.

	“You’re a good person, you know,” Beth said.

	“I’m not a person. I’m an orc. A mage.”

	“So, you’re a good orc?”

	Kinna shot her a glance that could kill. Beth chuckled. It was her turn to be unimpressed. Now that she knew what Kinna was made of, she didn’t care about her pretend coldness anymore. 

	“Anyway, thank you. This means a lot. It means the world, actually.”

	Kinna averted her gaze, then her eyes softened, and she gave Beth a smile.

	“I’m happy to do it. And not just because my captain ordered me. I would’ve done it anyway. I would’ve done it if you came to me first and asked.”

	Beth bit the inside of her lip. She wasn’t sure what to say to that. It had taken her a while to trust Kinna, and now she felt a little bad about it. Not that Kinna had been easy to trust or to like, but Beth could’ve been more understanding, seeing how she’d so easily gotten in bed with the man Kinna was in love with.

	She reached out and touched the mage on the arm.

	“Thank you.”

	Kinna nodded, and Beth squeezed and let go. She went to find Abby.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“I am not living with you. No way.”

	Beth groaned in frustration. Could Abby be more difficult? 

	“But I got your room ready! We have two bathrooms. Sorry, three! One is downstairs. Uthar isn’t home most of the time. He wakes up early, pops in again around lunch, then he doesn’t show his face until dinner.”

	“Right. So, you’re bored, and you want to inflict your boredom on me.”

	“Seriously...”

	“Yeah, seriously. No. You have so many buildings you don’t use here. So many apartments.”

	“They’re completely run down.” Okay, that was a bit of an exaggeration. Even if the orcs didn’t use them, they kept them in decent condition, and Beth had lovingly cleaned and organized a lot of them just to pass the time. “This room is cozy. See?” She pointed at the bed she’d just made. Everything was clean and crisp. “You had nothing against living with me at home. What’s your problem now?”

	Abby shrugged. “I got used to being on my own, I guess. And no, Missy didn’t move in at any point. She just dropped by to make sure I was fine.”

	“Well, I can see why. You’re not exactly a delight to live with.”

	“Come on, Betty. Can’t I have my own place?”

	“Ugh! Fine.” She slammed the door and started down the stairs. “I’ll show you some of the better apartments. Fair warning, though, I stripped them of books, coloring books, and crayons.”

	Abby rolled her eyes. “I brought my own book to read.”

	“Just one?”

	“I’m not staying long, so...”

	“You’re staying a while. You heard Kinna.”

	“But she’s a great mage, isn’t she? I doubt it will take forever.”

	“She is a great mage,” Beth mumbled under her breath. One of these days, she was going to take the bracelet and the necklace Uthar had given her and make Kinna enchant them. Just to piss her off.

	She grabbed Abby’s suitcase and walked out of the house. Her sister followed her, and as they started down the street, Beth couldn’t help but smile at the look of awe on Abby’s face. They passed two krags that were grazing on a lawn, not a care in the world, and they mooed at them, a lot like a cow would do. The only difference was that they sounded louder and a bit dangerous.

	“You’re going to like krag milk,” Beth said. “It’s like cow’s milk, but heavier and creamier.”

	“Eww...”

	They walked by the diner, and the few orcs that were hanging around waved at them. They knew who Abby was. Beth noticed that they tried not to stare. Her sister must’ve looked odd to them. For sure, they couldn’t even believe they were sisters. She wanted Abby to get well, gain some pounds, and look like her old self again. But more radiant. She wanted the horde to see how beautiful and precious she was. Right now, she was a shadow. But with Kinna’s help, hopefully, she would burst with life once more. Soon.

	Beth took her to one of the apartment buildings that she personally loved. 

	“Never take the elevator. It hasn’t been used since the town was abandoned, and the orcs are afraid of it. Or superstitious, or something.”

	“Got it.”

	The apartment was on the second floor and the balcony faced the street. It wasn’t big, but it was enough for Abby. Two bedrooms, a large open-space kitchen that she was only going to use to make tea, and a bathroom with a beautiful, large tub that only needed a good scrub to look like new.

	“There’s a bit of dust. I’ll help you sort it out.”

	“Thanks. You don’t have to. I can manage. It will keep my mind off things.”

	“Yes, exactly. That’s why I’m going to help you. I need it to keep my mind off things, too. Do you think I’m not worried?”

	Abby smiled. She went to open the curtains and look outside.

	“This is pretty.”

	“It’s also quiet. You’d be surprised, but the orcs don’t make a lot of noise.

	“Is that a goat?”

	Beth went to stand next to Abby. “Yeah, there are a few goats around here.”

	“I love goats.”

	“A rooster or two might wake you up in the morning. Otherwise, it’s peaceful.” She left Abby to stare out the window and took her suitcase into one of the bedrooms. “I’m gonna start, okay? Feel free to join me whenever you feel like.”

	She would have to bring the bed sheets she’d prepared for Abby, and also the towels and a few other things. The apartment needed a good dusting and vacuuming, which was going to take a couple of hours. But it was okay. As Abby had said, and Beth had agreed, they needed the distraction.

	Later that evening, when they were exhausted and Beth noticed the orcs were gathering at the diner, they went to join them, feeling starved. Abby was shy and said she would’ve preferred to eat alone. But then she saw that everyone smiled at her and welcomed her, and then Uthar sat her next to him and Beth. Kinna asked her how she was feeling and promised to give her something so she would rest well. And Abby relaxed. 

	Beth noticed a new face at the table. Sonya. Dressed in black, still mourning her mate. But at least she was here, and Beth waved at her and invited her to sit closer to them. This was the first time since Goran had passed away that Sonya joined the horde for dinner. It was a monumental thing in some way, and Beth chose to see it as a good omen. Things were starting to look up.

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	One day, Abby made the mistake of telling Beth that she was starting to show. 

	“Thank you for reminding me I’ve doubled in size,” Beth said, her tone unhappy.

	“You haven’t.” Abby grinned. “Not yet. And anyway, it looks good on you. You know... happiness.”

	Beth shot her a look. 

	They were at Beth’s house, getting ready for the fair. Beth had begged Uthar to go. He usually didn’t go himself, letting Lonar take care of the business. But Beth needed to go out, change the scenery, move. Lately, she’d been feeling restless. Abby was looking and feeling better, so that was good, but they both missed having a social life. Plus, the baby was coming, and she wanted to see if there was anything she could buy for the little one. She’d found plenty of baby clothes and toys in the abandoned buildings, and even a stroller that was in good shape. Uthar had insisted to build a crib with his own hands, and it was already installed in the room that Abby had refused, and Beth had turned into a nursery.

	Uthar stopped the orc car in front of the house, and Beth and Abby rushed to get in. Then they stopped to get Kinna, who insisted that if Abby went to the fair, then she needed to go, too. The rituals she did for her every day were working. But Kinna also gave her various potions to drink, and she changed those a lot as she experimented. She was, practically, trying to cure an illness she’d never encountered before and didn’t quite understand. She wanted to keep an eye on Abby at all times, so she wasn’t going to let her go to the fair unsupervised. 

	Lonar the Beast had already left with a few orc cars filled with furniture they’d built in the past few weeks. They didn’t attend the fair every time. Since Uthar the Hunter had become captain, he’d made it clear that acquiring wealth wasn’t a priority. Goran had been obsessed with trading and selling for money, so now the horde had a generous pot they sat on. They didn’t need to buy a lot of things, since they were mostly self-sufficient. What was important for Uthar was to keep his horde safe. And with Morok the Unhinged in the area, he didn’t feel comfortable leaving their town.

	But Beth had insisted, and when Beth insisted, Uthar couldn’t say no. She’d never been to the fair, and she was curious. All he wanted was for her to be happy. He knew it wasn’t easy to carry his baby, to go through all the physical changes that being pregnant with an orc entailed. Her fragile, human body wasn’t made to grow a life inside it at such a fast pace. Human babies grew inside their mothers’ bellies in nine months. Orc babies grew in five months or less. That took a huge toll on the mother. He was ready to do anything to keep his mate happy and comfortable.

	The fair was in another abandoned town that no horde had claimed and occupied. The buildings here truly were run down, and no one took care of the streets, the lawns, or backyards. The facades were in a sorry condition, and some of the houses were in ruins. Orcs and humans installed their stalls in the small town square. The same humans and orcs showed up every time, and everyone knew everyone. 

	This time, however, there was a tension in the air, and as Uthar helped Beth and Abby out of the car, he looked around and noticed some unfamiliar faces. 

	“What?” Beth asked, sensing his distress.

	“Nothing.”

	“Oh, don’t give me that.” She pressed herself against his side. “What is it? Tell me.”

	“I don’t know. Orcs I haven’t seen before. Maybe there’s a new horde in the area.”

	Beth looked up at him, and he met her gaze. She frowned. “If there’s a new horde in the area, we know who the captain is.” It was obvious to her, and she couldn’t understand why Uthar was being avoidant. “Morok.”

	He nodded. “I don’t want you to worry.”

	“I’m not worried.” She smiled brightly. “I’m here to enjoy the fair. And I’m here with my mate. My captain.” She traced her fingers over the tattoo on his arm.

	He relaxed a little and returned her smile. “Let’s enjoy the fair together.”

	He leaned in, and she rose on her tiptoes. Their lips met in a gentle kiss. Beth loved the way he held her, close to him, his huge arm around her waist, cradling her protectively against his rock-hard body.

	“Come on, you two,” Abby complained. “You’re making me feel weird here.”

	Beth chuckled and pushed away from Uthar.

	“How about we girls check out what’s good for sale, and you go take care of business with the boys?”

	Uthar was not amused. He furrowed his brows and looked at her like she’d just said the silliest thing ever, and it wasn’t even deserving of an answer. 

	She laughed and pecked his cheek, then wound her arm around Abby’s, and pulled her in the direction of a food stall. A human food stall. They had hot dogs and cotton candy, and she found she was craving both. Kinna followed them, her expression almost as gloomy as Uthar’s, who watched them go without even having asked for his permission. Not that Beth ever needed permission to do anything. Since she’d entered his life, she’d been the one to make the rules at home, while he was captain only over his horde. The power dynamic worked for him, he realized. At least there was one place where he could relax and let someone else make the important decisions – their bedroom.

	Beth got two hot dogs, while Abby scrunched up her nose at her choice of food, and Kinna inspected the cotton candy with interest. 

	“You haven’t been to the fair before?” Beth asked.

	“I have. But I was never interested in the humans’ food.”

	“You should get one. You’ll like it.”

	The mage shot her a wary look, but then shrugged and got one. The captain had given them plenty of money to spend. She hadn’t gotten out in a while, and she figured she might as well try to have fun since she was stuck with the two human females. She was friendly with Beth, but she liked her sister more. Abby was genuine, sarcastic, and never tried to impress anyone. Not that Kinna thought Beth had had a hidden agenda or anything, but she still felt like there were things she kept to herself, that she didn’t wear her heart on her sleeve, like her sister did. 

	They moved away from the food stall and checked the other stalls. Beth and Abby were interested in what their people had to sell and didn’t even look at the orcs who had their stalls on the other side of the square. There were no baby clothes, though, and in terms of toys, the offering wasn’t great, either. Just plushies, so Beth chose a polar bear, thinking it was going to be fun to tell her kid about polar bears when they practically lived in the desert.

	There were a few more human brides there, and Beth and Abby nodded at them when they happened to pass each other by or meet in front of a stall. They were with their orc mates, though, and the fact that Beth, Abby, and Kinna were alone, with not a male in sight, earned them more than a few curious looks.

	“They all think I’m an orc bride, don’t they?” Abby asked.

	“Does it bother you?”

	“I don’t know. I don’t think so? Because it’s not like I am one.”

	“There’s nothing wrong with being an orc bride,” Kinna said. “Look at your sister. She’s thriving.”

	They walked around some more, and Beth bought a few books and a colorful scarf that caught her eye. Abby didn’t want anything, and Kinna regarded the humans’ goods with an air of superiority. She declared the cotton candy had not impressed her, and it had just made her fingers sticky.

	Beth saw Uthar up ahead, and rushed to him, pulling Abby with her. She wanted to show him the polar bear. She was a few feet away when she realized that he was engaged in conversation with another orc captain. She couldn’t yet see who he was talking to. Lonar was there, and she thought they were just doing business with another horde. But then she reached Uthar’s side and saw the orc was none other than Morok the Unhinged. Next to him, his mate, Hula the Relentless, scowled at Lonar the Beast. When she saw Beth, her scowl turned to her. And when she saw Beth’s round, heavy belly, the scowl turned into a full-on murderous look.

	Kinna reached for Abby to pull her aside, and Abby let go of her sister’s arm. But the gesture only managed to draw Morok’s and Hula’s attention to her.

	“And who is this?” Morok asked. “Care to introduce us, Uthar the Hunter? Is she part of my horde?”

	“It is not your horde,” Uthar growled. 

	“Uthar the Hunter is our captain,” Lonar said. “We have chosen him, and our mage has marked him with the sacred tattoos.”

	Morok nodded. “And I see your human bride is also heavy with child.”

	Beth bristled at those words. For one, she hated that expression. And two, it sounded even worse coming from Morok the Unhinged. Then she noticed his gaze move from her to her sister. She shuddered but tried to remain in control and not react. She didn’t like the way he was looking at her sister. 

	But the real, visceral hate came from Hula, the female orc who everyone knew couldn’t have babies. Beth did her best to look away from her. She could understand why Hula envied her, but she didn’t find it within her to hate the female back. She was sure she was suffering enough just by being Morok’s mate and being treated the way he treated her. Like she was worthless. Useless. When, in fact, it was probably him who couldn’t have children. So, Beth did her best to not engage Hula in the staring contest she was trying to initiate. 

	They were all silent, and then Uthar said, “You are not welcome here.” And the tension increased tenfold. “Your horde has no business in this area. Go back to where you came from, Morok the Unhinged. You once lived here, and everyone knew you, but you’re not the same you were then. And you’re not surrounded by orcs we want to have around. The hordes that live here thrive in peace, quiet, and a sense of community. You have no right to come here and disturb that.”

	“And you have no right or power to send me away. I will leave when I want, and only if I want. That may never happen.”

	Uthar grunted, but he’d said all he had to say. He turned on his heel and pulled Beth away from Morok and Hula. Lonar, Abby, and Kinna followed him.

	“I want to go home,” Beth said.

	“All right.”

	“I’m sorry I made us come.”

	“Don’t be. This is our place. We’ve lived here since the war ended, and this is our fair. He’s the one who shouldn’t be here. He’s bothering everyone, see?”

	Beth looked around. Indeed, most of the other orcs regarded Morok with the same apprehension and unease she felt. 

	“Still, I have a bad feeling now.”

	“There’s no reason to worry, my love. Maybe this encounter was good. Necessary. Now he knows that the horde has chosen me, that I have the sacred tattoos, and an orcling on the way. My horde doesn’t want him. It’s mine. There is nothing for him here, and now it should be as clear as day.”

	“I hope you’re right,” Beth sighed. She exchanged a glance with Abby, who looked a bit confused. She would have to fill her in about who Morok was and what he wanted. “I just want to go home.”

	“We’re going home.”

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	Beth woke up with a start. For a few seconds, she didn’t know where she was. Her brain was foggy, and her head felt heavy. She just wanted to curl back under the covers and sleep, but Uthar was already jumping to his feet and looking for a pair of pants.

	Someone was banging on their front door.

	“What’s going on?”

	“Stay here.”

	Of course she didn’t stay there. Her head cleared a little. She yawned and grabbed her phone off the nightstand. It was 3 AM. Uthar was downstairs, and she heard him and Lonar talk, but couldn’t distinguish the words. She got out of the bed and put on a robe. She slipped her feet into the sandals she usually wore around the house and went downstairs to see what the fuss was all about.

	“The mage is there. I woke her up as soon as...”

	“Let’s go!”

	Beth was wide awake now. Something terrible was going on. She caught up with Uthar just as he was about to disappear in the darkness outside. Some of the streetlights still worked, but not many. The orcs hadn’t cared about having the town lit at night, since darkness didn’t bother them.

	“My love, wait!”

	“You stay here, Beth.” He cupped her cheek with his big hand for a second before letting go and rushing out. “Close the door.”

	“No, wait! What’s happening?”

	“A fire. Kinna is taking care of it.”

	“A fire? Are you serious?”

	She did the exact opposite of what he’d told her. She hurried after him, and then closed the door.

	“I have to check on Abby.”

	He looked at her worriedly, but then nodded. 

	“Be careful.”

	“She’s just across the street.” Well, across the street and a few blocks down. A ten-minute walk. Half that if she ran. “You’ll find me there.”

	“All right.” He kissed her, and they parted. 

	Uthar followed Lonar to where the apartment building was burning in the distance. Beth could see the flames rising toward the sky. She wondered how the fire had started. She walked toward Abby’s place, and orcs passed her by in a hurry, some of them carrying buckets of water. But no one was truly scared. They’d heard that the mage was there, and she could put out the fire with her magic alone. Still, the flames could spread to the nearby buildings. They had to do everything they could to stop that from happening.

	She passed the diner. No one was there, and the lights were off. She looked down the street, squinting her eyes, but the lamps in this part of the town weren’t working. In her rush to catch up with Uthar, she’d left her phone in their room. The torch would’ve helped a lot, but alas, she would just have to slow down so she wouldn’t trip on anything. She wrapped the robe tighter around her body, regretting that she hadn’t taken the time to put on some real clothes. Underneath, she only wore a pair of shorts and an old T-shirt. But it didn’t matter. A few more minutes, and she would reach Abby’s building.

	She heard footsteps coming from the alley to her left, She stopped and listened, then looked down the alley to see who it was. It must’ve been one of the orcs who’d just heard about the fire and was rushing to help. She frowned when she couldn’t see anyone, and moved on. She only managed two steps before someone grabbed her from behind, quickly covering her mouth. Their hand was big and rough, and she couldn’t bite it. Her own hands went to wrap around the thick wrist. She pulled and scratched, but her attacker was too strong. 

	An orc. A male orc.

	Her mind scrambled to make sense of what was happening. Why would any of Uthar’s orcs grab her in the night?

	She kicked and grunted, but it was useless. The orc pulled her into the alley. Another orc appeared from the darkness, and she saw he was wearing long robes and the colorful chain mages wore. He whispered something and made a gesture in the air, and Beth felt a pressure between her eyes. They fluttered closed, and no matter how hard she fought to stay awake and conscious, it was in vain. The mage’s magic was strong. Just as she slumped in the attacker’s arms, she thought, “Morok”. Of course. None of Uthar’s orcs would’ve done something like this to her. They loved her. And the mage... The mage was male. 

	Darkness. Outside, and inside her mind. Beth couldn’t fight it.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“What do we do with her? Do we take her with us?”

	“No. The captain said to leave her.”

	“Where?”

	“Somewhere far from the town, so she won’t make it back too soon.”

	Beth knew the orcs were talking about her. She was starting to come to her senses. She felt fur underneath her fingertips. Her face was pressed to something hard and moving. And covered in fur. A krag. They’d literally draped her over a krag’s back, like a sack of potatoes. She kept her eyes closed and refrained from groaning in pain. If they noticed she’d woken up and was listening to them, it would only end badly for her. 

	At least she wasn’t being kidnapped. Not that being left alone in the wilderness was any better. For the life of her, she couldn’t understand why Morok the Unhinged would come up with such a chaotic plan. It made no sense. As the krag carried her further and the orcs exchanged a few more cryptic words, she tried to see the situation from all angles. So, they’d grabbed her, put her to sleep, and now they were dragging her away from the horde. But not taking her with them. What was the point of that? If they wanted to piss off Uthar by doing this to her, it was surely going to work. But it wasn’t a plan that would cause any real damage. To her, or to him.

	Because Beth could spend a night in the mountains. She was certain she could even find her way back if she tried. It wasn’t the worst fate she could face. And when Uthar found her, he was going to rain fire and brimstone on Morok’s horde.

	It made no sense. No matter how she looked at it, it made absolutely no sense.

	“Here,” one of them said. And Beth tried not to move or even breathe as they pulled her down and carried her to a formation of rocks. “This should do it.”

	“The captain is waiting. Let’s go.”

	Beth waited a few more minutes. Just in case. When she couldn’t hear them anymore, she opened her eyes and looked around. The moon was high, and the sky was peppered with stars. They offered plenty of light for her to see. But there was nothing but rocks and dust. And suddenly, she was afraid of critters and wild animals. She hadn’t thought about that.

	She pushed herself to her feet, grunting at the pain in her joints. It really didn’t help that she was the heaviest she’d ever been. And she was growing, still. The fact that she was wearing sandals and was wrapped in a thin robe didn’t help, either. 

	“Fuck. What do I do?”

	She couldn’t see the town from where she was. She took a few deep breaths and tried to stay calm. It had been 3 AM when the madness had begun, and at least an hour should’ve passed since then. More, for sure. Two hours? Why hadn’t she taken her phone with her? But then her kidnappers would’ve probably thrown it away, and she couldn’t think of anything worse than losing it and everything she had on it. Texts, photos... No, that was stupid. She could think of many things that were worse than that.

	Her mind was going in circles. She couldn’t focus on a single thing, and she couldn’t come up with a plan to get out of the horrible situation she was in. It was still better than being Morok’s captive. She had to remember that.

	She started walking, hoping it was in the right direction. Her feet hurt, and she was in pain all over from how she’d been draped over the krag’s back. Maybe it was better to find a good, safe spot where she could wait for morning to come. Uthar would see she was missing, and he’d come looking for her. He was a hunter. The best hunter the horde had. He would track her with no effort at all.

	She found a rock that was big enough to offer her some safety. She checked it thoroughly to make sure there were no critters she might disturb, then settled against it, wrapping the robe around herself, trying to cover us as best as she could.

	Had they put out the fire? Were they already looking for her?

	She made herself small and waited, listening to the sounds of the night, repeating over and over that she was going to be okay. Just a few hours until dawn.

	Uthar found her before that. The sun wasn’t up yet, and the sky was dark – the darkness before sunrise. She heard him coming and peeked from behind the rock she was hiding. When she saw it was him, she jumped to her feet and called his name. He rushed to her, and she threw herself into his arms, crying. She hadn’t cried all night, but seeing him had broken the dam. He picked her up, and she snuggled against his chest.

	“I got you,” he whispered in her hair. “My love. I got you.”

	“I knew you would find me.” She sniffed and wiped her tears. “I wasn’t worried for a second. Well, I mean, I was a bit afraid... I don’t know what’s out here and what would want to eat me.” She chuckled, trying to ease the tension. “But other than that, I was certain you would find me. That’s why I waited. No point in getting lost more than I already was.”

	“I’m sorry. I should’ve never let you go on your own. That was stupid of me. Unacceptable.”

	“You couldn’t have known.”

	He grunted and didn’t say another word. Beth looked up at him and saw that he was angry. Angry at himself. She wrapped her arms around his neck and placed a kiss on his collarbone. 

	“So, what happened? Did you put out the fire?”

	“Yes.”

	“Did Morok start it?”

	“Yes.”

	She sighed. “What did he want? I don’t understand.”

	He remained silent, and she dozed off as he carried her back to their town. He’d come on foot, armed to the teeth, but she didn’t feel for one second that she was a burden to him.

	He stopped in front of the diner. Most of the orcs were inside, around the table. Kinna and Lonar were outside, talking in hushed voices. Beth went straight to them.

	“Where is Abby?”

	The mage turned to her but didn’t look into her eyes. Lonar averted his gaze, too.

	“Is she okay?”

	Kinna took a piece of paper out of her pocket and gave it to her.

	“I’m sorry. She was gone when I went to check up on her. I found this.”

	Beth felt chills creep up her spine. She felt cold to the bone. She unfolded the piece of paper and read, “Your sister will be a good mother to my baby.” It wasn’t signed, but Beth knew who’d written it. She knew who’d taken Abby. 

	Morok.

	She had never been the target. 

	 


Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	Beth felt sick to her stomach. Even if the table was empty, – aside from a few bottles of ale, – the diner smelled of food. There was nothing she wanted more than to rush outside and breathe in the fresh morning air, but the horde had decided to gather here, and Uthar was on his feet, pacing the room, talking about all the gruesome things he was going to do to Morok the Unhinged. His words filled her with hope. And power. Even though she could barely stand, she was ready to go rescue her sister. She needed a good bath, and then some rest, but she couldn’t allow herself to have either when Abby had been kidnapped.

	They had to act today. 

	“We’ll be walking into a trap,” Lonar the Beast said. The voice of reason.

	But it wasn’t that the others lacked reason. They knew exactly what was going to happen if they attacked so soon. That was what Morok expected. 

	“And it won’t matter,” Uthar growled. “We are many, and we are united.”

	“Morok’s horde is bigger,” the raider said.

	“They’re not united, though,” Kinna said. “He built his horde from scraps. Those orcs aren’t loyal to him. He gave them a home for a while, and that suited them. But they are rogues, grunts who lost their captains, orcs who don’t belong. They won’t fight for him. Not to the death.”

	Uthar nodded. He looked at Kinna pensively, and she looked at him.

	“Do we know anything about his mage?” he asked.

	“No,” Lonar said.

	“I do. I recognized him when Morok came here to threaten us. Borrin the Dancer.”

	“Dancer?” Beth asked. 

	Kinna drummed her long fingers on the table. “Yes. He is said to dance with the spirits. I don’t believe that.”

	“And if it were true,” Beth said, “What would that mean? That he dances with the spirits...”

	“Talks to the dead,” the mage explained. “Gets his wisdom from them. Learns ancient spells that have been forgotten.”

	“Have you ever seen him fight?” Uthar asked. 

	“No. Back in our world, Goran the Vengeful never faced the captain Borrin the Dancer served. I’ve only heard of him. They’re all rumors.”

	“So, if he dances with the spirits,” Beth said, feeling silly just hearing the words come out of her mouth, “Does that make him hard to... I don’t know...”

	“I can take on anyone,” Kinna said, head held up. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about the ones who will dare to stand in my way.”

	“Then it’s settled,” Uthar said, banging a fist on the table. “Get ready. We ride in an hour.”

	“Ride where?” Lonar asked. “We don’t know where Morok’s horde is. We only know they’re somewhere in this area.”

	“I will track him down,” the captain said.

	“No. I will.” Kinna stood up and walked up to Beth, who was sitting at the head of the table. “Give me the note.”

	Beth had it crumpled in her hand. She gave it to the mage.

	“What will you do with it?”

	“Morok wrote it. Which means it belonged to him before he left it. I will use magic to track him down. It will be faster and more precise.”

	“Do that,” Uthar said. “Quick.”

	Kinna headed to the door, shooting over her shoulder, “It will only take a few minutes. Make sure we’re all ready to leave.”

	The orcs started dispersing then, rushing out of the diner to go find their weapons and battle armors. 

	Uthar pulled up a chair and sat down next to Beth. He covered her shaking hands with his.

	“We will get her back. I promise. Untouched and unharmed.”

	Beth sobbed. “Lonar is right. You’ll walk right into his trap.”

	“It doesn’t matter. We can defeat him. My horde is loyal to me, but that’s not why we have an advantage over Morok. What makes us stronger is that my horde is loyal to you.” He touched her round belly. “And to our baby. They have something to fight for that is far more precious than anything Morok could offer or promise his horde.”

	“I don’t want this,” she said. “I don’t want you to have to fight for me. Or for my sister. It’s not fair. This shouldn’t be happening. We never bothered anyone.”

	Uthar smiled. “My love... You’re so innocent.” He bent over and kissed her forehead, then her cheek, and finally, her mouth. “It’s not about what is fair and what isn’t. Morok would’ve done something like this anyway.”

	“I don’t want you to go.”

	“I must. And you will wait for me with Sonya and Gorya. You will be safe there. Gorya is armed, and she is a great warrior, even though she is retired. She will protect you.”

	“I still don’t want you to...” She took a deep breath and released it slowly, calming herself. “But he took my sister, and if you don’t hurry, who knows what he’ll do to her.”

	“So I must go now.”

	“Okay.”

	He stood up, and Beth made an effort to peel herself off the chair and stand on her own two feet. He kissed her again, and this time, it was long and passionate.

	“I will be back. I promise. And Abby will be with me.”

	She nodded. He didn’t leave right then, though. He first took her to Sonya’s house and made sure that she was going to be safe. He exchanged a few words with Gorya the Patient, and Beth felt bad that the old female orc was now responsible of two useless, helpless humans. But Gorya seemed to be proud of her mission.

	Uthar kissed her one last time, and then he was gone.

	 

	* * *

	 

	It was getting late. The sun was about to set, and Sonya had tried to make her eat something all day.

	“When do you think they’ll be back?”

	The horde had been gone for hours. Well, not the entire horde. Uthar had left two more grunts to guard the house. They patrolled up and down the street.

	“They must’ve found Morok’s horde by now,” Gorya said. “They will most likely attack at night.”

	“So, you’re saying it hasn’t even begun?”

	Gorya shrugged. “I don’t know. I can only tell you that an attack like this, especially when you know you’re walking into a trap, is better launched at night.”

	Beth sighed. She kept pacing Sonya’s living room. Up and down, up and down, until her feet hurt. But she couldn’t stop. She was restless. Inconsolable. 

	“Eat something, Beth. You must.” Sonya hadn’t given up yet. “If not for you, then for the baby.”

	Beth groaned. “I can’t. I feel like throwing up. I wouldn’t be able to hold a single bite down.”

	“Then drink some krag milk. Or cow’s milk. Do you want me to make you tea?”

	“Oh God, Sonya, I don’t want anything. Not even water! I just want... I just want...” She stopped pacing for a moment. She wrapped her arms around herself and looked out the window, lost in thought. Gorya and Sonya let her be. Then she snapped out of it and went to sit on the couch, next to the widow. “I’ve never felt like this in my life. Not even when I got the phone call about my parents.”

	“I’m so sorry,” Sonya whispered. “How old were you?”

	“Twelve. Abby was nine. It was horrible at first. Like a nightmare that never ended. That kept repeating every time I opened my eyes in the morning and had to survive another day. Then it got better... After a year or so. We moved in with my aunt and uncle. They raised Abby and me until we could get jobs and move out. They didn’t really love us or want us there. But it had fallen on them to take care of us, so they took the responsibility seriously and did their job as best as they could. But they were detached... A bit cold. They’d never wanted kids, and they’d agreed they would never have them before they got married. And then Abby and I happened... What could they do?”

	“I’m sure they loved you,” Sonya tried. “They just didn’t know how to say it.”

	“It’s okay. Abby and I were a handful, especially through our high school years. My aunt and uncle were patient, but we could tell they couldn’t wait to get rid of us and finally get to enjoy the peaceful life they’d planned for. That’s why Abby and I left the second I got my first job. They helped us, though. They helped us get an apartment, and we never had to struggle financially, because we could always count on them.”

	“See? That is love.”

	Beth sighed. “I guess so.” She rubbed her eyes and combed her fingers through her red, entangled hair. “No, you’re right. Of course they loved us. We lost touch after a while, though. Abby got a job too, and we could support ourselves without their help. They started traveling a lot. Every time I called they were somewhere in Europe. I’m happy for them. And I’m happy for Abby and me. We found our way.”

	Sonya nodded. They were silent for a while, as Beth gathered her thoughts and checked in with her feelings. She was better. Maybe she would even eat a little soon.

	“I can’t lose her,” she continued. “I can’t. I can’t imagine my life without her. We’ve survived so much. Morok can’t take her away from me... just like that.”

	“And he won’t. The captain will bring her back.”

	“I know.” Beth stood up and started pacing some more. “No, I know. I trust him.” She looked into Gorya’s eyes. “I trust everyone. I’m sorry I’m so... all over the place.”

	“It’s understandable,” Gorya said.

	“I... Maybe if I lie down for a bit...”

	She was exhausted. Sonya showed her to the bedroom, but when she made to leave, Beth reached for her hand and pulled her back.

	“Stay for a while?”

	Sonya climbed into bed and rested her head on the same pillow as Beth. She smoothed down her wild hair. 

	“I’ll stay for however long you need me.”

	“Thank you.” Beth closed her eyes and tried to imagine Abby walking through the door.

	Positive thoughts. Positive thoughts only.


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	They took her to a farm. It was abandoned and run down, and there were no farm animals in sight. Only krags that grazed leisurely, as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening, and orcs in full armor and armed to the teeth that yelled, and laughed, and ran around getting ready for things Abby didn’t even want to think about. 

	She was taken inside and forced into a room that was damp, cramped, and had no windows. The empty shelves that lined two of the walls told her it used to be a pantry. They locked the door, leaving her in the dark. She curled on the floor, pressing her forehead to her knees and rocking softly. Tears streamed down her face and soaked her pajamas. She was barefoot.

	No one came for a while. An hour passed, maybe more, and she’d managed to calm down and tell herself that she was going to be okay. They hadn’t hurt her. She had scratches and bruises on her legs and arms, but only because she’d fought them. These orcs were nothing like Uthar’s orcs. They were loud and vile, scary and covered in scars. She feared that they had seen more battles and blood than Uthar’s horde, and she also had the feeling that they were more numerous. Beth had told her a few things about Morok the Unhinged and how he’d gathered his horde. She tried to remember what her sister had said. These orcs were all rogue and savage. Many of them had been banished from their hordes because they didn’t agree with the peace treaty, or they’d left themselves to search for something else that aligned with their values and beliefs. And Morok had found them and brought them together.

	Abby knew that Morok wanted Uthar’s horde. He believed that it was his by right. What she couldn’t understand was why he’d taken her. She wasn’t even part of the horde. If they were trying to hurt Uthar the Hunter, they’d taken the wrong human. Not that she’d preferred her sister to be kidnapped instead. 

	She heard steps outside the door. She took a deep breath, wiped her tears, and straightened her back. She considered standing up, but she felt weak and a little sick. Since Kinna the Mage had been doing magic rituals for her every day, and pumping her full of herbs and concoctions, she’d been feeling better, eating better, and looking better. Her hair had started to grow back, and her whole head was covered in soft, blond fuzz.

	The door opened, and a female orc stepped inside. She was tall and lean, with long, black hair that she wore in a complicated braid. For a second, Abby was relieved. She could deal with a female orc. But then another figure blocked the light coming in through the doorway, and Abby knew this orc was a male. He was twice as big as the female, with broad shoulders and long, thick limbs. A sword dangled from his hip. He had to bend his back to enter the small room, and when he straightened it again, his head almost touched the ceiling.

	Morok the Unhinged. She recognized him from the fair. And the female was his mate, Hula. Abby couldn’t remember her other name.

	“She’s too thin,” Hula said. “And she has no hair. Why does she have no hair? She’s ugly. She will give you ugly babies.”

	What?

	Abby’s eyes widened. She hoped to God she hadn’t heard right. 

	“She’ll do just fine,” Morok said in a low, bored voice. He pushed Hula aside and stepped in front of Abby. He looked down at her like she was a bug, and he was trying to decide if he should lift his foot and squash her or give her a chance. “Stand up. I want to see you.”

	Abby was tempted to disobey him. But she was in a dire situation already, and she doubted Morok would have the patience to deal with her if she tried to be fussy. She pushed herself to her feet and tried not to shake too much.

	“Why do you have no hair?” he asked. “You sister has beautiful red hair. It’s a sight to see, to be honest. Had she not been pregnant with Uthar’s child, I would’ve taken her.”

	“I’m ill,” she said. “All my hair fell off because of my sickness.”

	“See?” Hula threw her hands in the air. “Useless! I told you. She was not worth taking. We should’ve killed all of them and been done with it.”

	“Kill my own horde?”

	“They’re not your horde. Kill some of them. Enough of them, until the rest surrendered and accepted you as their captain. Now, what are you going to do with this skeleton? She’s sick. She can’t give you children.”

	“Silence!”

	Abby saw Hula shrink in fear. There was hatred in her eyes, and she wondered whether it might be directed at Morok and not at her.

	“I don’t believe that you’re sick,” Morok told Abby. “You are lying, hoping I would change my mind. Tell me. Are you really sick? Because if you are, I have no use for you, and I will have to kill you.”

	Abby shook her head. “N-no. I’m... I’m not sick. I lied...” She choked on the words. But she believed him when he said he would kill her. She could see in his eyes that he was cruel. He didn’t care about anyone. If Hula was his mate and he treated her this way, Abby couldn’t hope to get any mercy from him.

	“Always be truthful to me,” he said. “If you lie again, I will know.”

	He wasn’t very bright, then. But that only made him more dangerous.

	“Hula the Relentless is my mate,” he continued. “I will keep you for breeding and nothing else. If your sister can give Uthar a child, then you can give me a child.”

	“But she’s thin and ugly,” Hula hissed. “Do you want ugly children, my mate?”

	“Shut up! The orclings will all look like me. After she gives me two, I will get rid of her.”

	“Good,” Hula whispered. And Abby could see that his promise eased her pain a little.

	Morok took a step to the right, but he had nowhere to go. He frowned in displeasure. The space was too cramped for him to pace.

	“This is temporary,” he said. “I will take over my father’s town, and we will all live there. Maybe I’ll even let you live in your own home if you behave and cause no trouble. I don’t care what you do with yourself as long as you come when I ask and open your legs to receive my seed. Hula and I will move into Uthar’s house. I might spare your sister, too.”

	“You can’t spare her,” Hula said. “She carries Uthar’s baby.”

	“She will have the baby, I will get rid of it, and then I’ll have two human females for breeding,” he said. “Shut up and let me do the planning.”

	“Yes, of course.”

	His plans were insane. Nothing was going to happen the way he imagined because Abby knew that Uthar the Hunter would never allow it. He loved Beth in a way that was out of this world. The kind of love that her sister and her mate shared... Abby hadn’t even seen it in movies. 

	Meanwhile, there was no love in Morok’s life. Someone like him couldn’t prevail. So, Abby only had to stay calm and keep him happy. Make him believe that his delusions had a chance to become reality. The cockier he was, the easier it would be for Uthar and his horde to eradicate him.

	She hung her head and let a tear slip down her cheek.

	He reached out and took her chin between his fingers, forcing her to look into his dark eyes.

	“Don’t cry, little bird.” Then, to Hula, “She’s frail like a bird, isn’t she?”

	“She is. Too frail. If she gets pregnant, she might not be able to carry the baby to term.”

	“Oh, shut up already with your negativity.” He let go of Abby and stepped out of the room. “I have to get ready. Don’t forget to lock the door. Don’t be deceived by her looks. She will try to escape if she’s given the chance. And if she does, I will never forgive you, Hula.”

	Abby saw the female orc shiver. Not in fear, but maybe in anger? Humiliation? Her own mate was treating her like she was trash. 

	“Don’t worry. Your little bird won’t escape her cage.”

	Morok grunted and walked away. Hula didn’t close the door behind him. Keeping it open was the only way they could have some light to see each other’s faces. She approached Abby, forcing her with her back against the far wall.

	“I hate you,” she hissed. “I hate your sister, too.”

	“We never did anything to you.”

	“Soon, Morok will see that you can’t give him children, and he will throw you away. Maybe he’ll give you to me, as a gift, and I can think of a few things I could do to you.”

	Abby realized she couldn’t reason with her. She pursed her lips and steeled herself. If she was lucky, Hula would get some things off her chest, then leave her alone.

	“He’s the one who can’t have children. Not me. Borrin the Dancer told me. He’s our mage. He told me in confidence, and Morok must never hear the truth. If you say a word, I will slit your throat.”

	“Why do you stay with him?”

	At Abby’s question, Hula’s expression changed. But only a little. The anger in her eyes was shadowed by sadness.

	“Love. I love him. I was a grunt when he found me and asked me to join his horde. He made me a raider, and then he made me his bride. He loves me, too. He just shows it differently.”

	Abby smiled bitterly. She’d heard women talk like this before. She’d had a friend in high school who was in a toxic relationship, and every time Abby told her she needed to leave, all she managed to do was damage their friendship. She’d been accused of not understanding true love and its all-consuming passions so many times that Abby had eventually wondered if she herself had ever been in love at all.

	But then she saw Uthar and Beth. And how Uthar treated Beth, how he looked at her, how he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. And Abby knew that was true love. Anything else was nothing but a perversion, and the people living it were sad, indeed. 

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

	“What? Why would you say that?” Hula grabbed her by the neck and lifted her slightly. “Why would you say that?”

	“Because... because you don’t deserve to be treated like this.”

	“My mate treats me just fine.”

	Hula was choking her. Abby tried to pull free, but she only managed to scratch Hula’s arm. The orc didn’t even notice.

	“I’m sorry... I didn’t mean to... offend you...”

	Hula only squeezed harder. There was a darkness in her eyes that was impenetrable. 

	What saved Abby was the sound of a commotion coming from outside. Hula swore in orc language and let her go. She turned on her heel, walked out, and slammed the door shut. Abby heard the lock turn.

	She crumbled to the floor, crying. She should’ve kept her mouth shut. What had she been thinking, trying to empathize with the female orc? Now Hula hated her even more, and if Uthar the Hunter didn’t hurry, Abby wasn’t sure she would last a day with Morok and his hateful mate. She believed Hula when she said she loved him. And the wrong kind of love, love that was toxic, could push someone to do unspeakable things. She was pretty sure Hula wasn’t going to allow Morok to touch her, no matter what she said. She was going to slit Abby’s throat anyway, get rid of her body, then blame it on someone else. Or admit she did it and accept Morok’s punishment. Because, at the end of the day, they were mates.

	And Abby was nothing.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	The sun was down, and her blood boiled with rage. As her krag charged ahead, Kinna spread her arms open, feeling the magic run through them, seep through her fingertips, come out in sparks that were ready to burn the old farm and the horde in it to the ground. 

	They’d barricaded all the entrances, and they waited in the dark for Uthar and his horde to fall into their trap. Except Uthar knew it was a trap. Or that it was intended as one. And he didn’t care.

	Kinna didn’t care, either. They weren’t here to play Morok’s game. They were here to take back what was theirs and be done with this madness once and for all. Morok wasn’t going to walk out of here alive. 

	They rode their krags like in the old days, in their dimension, when they fought for their war chief, conquering new lands for him. Kinna felt like this time they were fiercer, though. More determined than ever. They weren’t fighting for anyone but themselves. They were protecting their land. 

	Uthar urged them ahead with a cry of battle, and the krags flew right over the barricades where they could, and where they couldn’t, they smashed through them.

	They fought with swords and daggers, with arrows and magic. Blood soon started soaking the ground.

	Uthar’s orcs knew to stay close, because that was the only way Kinna, who had intentionally fallen behind, could throw a protective shield around them. With her arms spread wide and magic crackling at her fingertips, she focused with all her might. As the grunts attacked Morok’s horde, they cut deep and couldn’t be cut in turn. The enemy orcs were numerous, but they weren’t as organized as Uthar’s orcs, who’d fought together in the war. Morok’s horde was chaotic, each grunt and raider doing what they thought best. That made it difficult for their mage, Borrin the Dancer, to protect them with energy shields.

	They tried to come for her, of course. In battle, the strategy that had priority over all else was to take out the opponent’s mage. Two grunts rode toward her, and Kinna took a deep breath, released it slowly, and with a swipe of her hand, she made them fly off their krags. She closed her hand into a fist, and one of the grunts howled in pain. She’d just broken both his legs. She opened her hand, closed it again, and the other one’s hands flew to his neck, trying to stop from choking. It was over in minutes. And all that without breaking the shield that protected the horde.

	She was starting to get a headache. Magic of this scale wasn’t easy to perform. It took a toll on her mind and body, and she could feel herself grow weaker with every minute that passed. Uthar had to hurry, but Morok indeed had many orcs under his command. Too many.

	She decided to move closer. She squeezed the sides of her krag, and the beast began to advance. As more grunts came at her, she drew symbols in the air, murmured spells, and slashed with her long, elegant arms left and right, making enemy orcs choke on nothing, fall with broken limbs, and spit blood as they collapsed to the ground.

	Kinna searched deep inside herself and pulled forth the darkest magic she knew. At some point, she saw Uthar up ahead, crossing swords with three orcs at once. They exchanged a glance, and Kinna saw in his eyes that even he was in awe of her. He’d never seen her like that. No one had ever seen her like that, she supposed. Not even she had known she had such rage inside her, such passion for blood – the blood of those who’d dared to touch what Kinna loved. 

	Because, yes, she realized now, as she mauled and killed, that she was doing it for love.

	The battle didn’t last long, though Kinna had lost track of time. With the headache pounding between her temples, and sweat trickling down her back, she felt like it had been hours. Days. It was dark, the only light coming from torches and random fires. A side of the old farm was burning, and Kinna thought it was time to go looking for Abby.

	She grabbed the reins of her krag and surged ahead. Morok’s horde was starting to disperse, the orcs not devoted enough to keep fighting. She saw their mage, and for a second, Kinna thought he was going to try and stop her. She lifted her arm, and with a grunt of exhaustion formed a ball of light in her palm. Her krag slowed down, but when she was finally face to face with Borrin the Dancer, he stepped aside. He showed no sign that he wanted to engage her in battle. Kinna cocked an eyebrow but let the sphere of light dissipate. It was getting harder and harder to do magic, and she’d dropped the shields around Uthar and the horde a few minutes ago. But since the enemy was on the run, they didn’t need her anymore.

	“Where is she?” Kinna asked.

	Borrin pointed at the front door, which was wide open.

	“She’s with Hula the Relentless,” he said. “Don’t harm her.”

	“And why would I spare her?”

	“None of this is her fault. All she did was love the wrong male.”

	Kinna huffed. She dismounted and patted her krag on the back. She didn’t take her eyes off Borrin, just in case this was another trap. But the mage didn’t do anything. His hands were tucked into his sleeves, and he was looking at her with mild interest.

	“Why aren’t you fighting for your captain?” she asked.

	“Morok isn’t my captain. Few of the orcs who’d agreed to join him truly considered him that. He was just a means to an end.”

	“What end?”

	He shrugged. “We wanted to belong for a while. See if we could build a new home somewhere. It could’ve worked, had he wanted that for himself and for us. But Morok the Unhinged only proved to be bitter and entitled.”

	“So, now what?”

	“Now I take my leave.”

	Kinna looked around. They had won. The enemy’s orcs were either lying on the ground, some dead, some crying in pain, or had long since abandoned the battle. She saw Uthar standing over someone, his sword at his throat. Kinna’s heart skipped a beat. It was Morok. Uthar had him pinned, bleeding and unarmed. She held her breath as she watched them exchange words, and then Uthar placed both hands on the hilt of his sword and drove the blade right through Morok’s heart.

	It was over.

	When Kinna turned to Borrin, she found him gone. The spot where he’d been was empty. He’d taken his leave as soon as his captain was dead, not wanting to be there to face what was left of Uthar’s wrath.

	Kinna swallowed heavily. Her throat was dry, and her head was pounding. She walked inside.

	She looked left and right, her boots thudding softly, the hardwood floor creaking under her careful steps. She passed from one room to another, until she found Hula the Relentless guarding a closed door. This had been the kitchen once, but it had been torn to pieces. The doors of the cabinets hung loose, the table and chairs had been toppled. Morok’s mate was blocking the door to the pantry. She knew that Abby was inside.

	“Don’t,” Hula warned. She was holding a sword with two hands, but she was shaking.

	“It’s over. You’ve lost.”

	“I don’t believe you.”

	“Yes, you do. You can feel it in your heart. You know. He is no more.”

	“No. I don’t believe you.” Her voice wavered.

	Kinna had no time to argue with the female orc. She felt pity for her, she realized. Now she understood why Borrin the Mage had asked her not to harm her. 

	She could kill Hula on the spot, like she’d done with a dozen other orcs. She extended her hand, drew a symbol, and with a flick of her wrist, cast the spell.

	“Sleep. You will wake up a free woman.”

	Hula collapsed to the floor. The sword clattered loudly, and as Kinna stepped over her body, she kicked the weapon away. She saw a ring of keys poking out of Hula’s pocket, and figured it was going to be easier to unlock the door the traditional way than to use her magic again. She was so tired that she could barely see straight. The sleeping spell was going to be the last thing for a while.

	She unlocked the door, and the moment she opened it, Abby ran to her and landed into her arms. Kinna hugged her close, burying her nose in the girl’s blond fuzz. 

	“You’re here. You came for me.” Abby started crying. “I was so scared. What happened out there? Is everyone okay? Are you okay?” She took a step back and looked up at Kinna. She was short compared to the female orc, and she had to crane her neck to catch her dark gaze. “You look exhausted. Are you hurt?”

	And Kinna was shocked when a tear slipped down her cheek. The mage never cried. Why would she? There was nothing to cry over. Not even when Uthar brought Beth home and she saw the future she’d dreamed of crumble before her eyes, stolen by another woman. But now... Now she was crying. And smiling at the same time. Because Abby was safe, and even more than that, she was safe in her arms.

	“I was scared, too,” she said. “Did he touch you? Did he do anything...”

	“No.” Abby shook her head. She reached out and wiped the tears off Kinna’s cheeks. “Why are you crying?”

	“I don’t know.” She sniffed and laughed. “Do you know?”

	“I have no idea.”

	Kinna leaned in, and Abby didn’t pull away. Their lips met in a soft, hesitant kiss.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	Beth dozed on and off. Sonya left at some point, leaving her alone in the dark room. She dreamed of her life before the horde, before the institute for orc tributes, and before her sister’s illness. It was summer, and they’d gone to the mall with their friends. When they returned home, they heard their aunt and uncle in the kitchen, talking to someone. They walked in and saw their parents at the kitchen table, laughing. Abby cried out in delight and ran to throw herself in their father’s arms. Beth was confused. “When did you get back?” she asked. “You weren’t supposed to get back...”

	She woke up with a star. Her heart beat fast, and she could feel it not only in her chest, but also in her throat and temples. What a strange dream. “You weren’t supposed to get back...”

	She got out of the bed. The cold floor under her bare feet brought her back to her senses. It had been just a dream. Abby was going to come back. She wasn’t going to lose her like they’d lost their parents.

	She heard Sonya talk to Gorya in the living room, and she padded there, not wanting to be alone for a minute longer. What time was it? It was dark outside. Too dark.

	“How are you feeling?” Sonya asked. She had dark circles around her eyes. 

	“I’m okay. Did you manage to sleep?”

	Sonya shook her head. “Don’t worry about me. You’re the one who needs rest.”

	Beth couldn’t contradict her on that. She was exhausted, and just as she was thinking she might lie on the couch and try to catch another ten minutes of sleep, the baby kicked. She smiled. No matter how tired and stressed she was, she was always going to smile when the little one made his presence known.

	“Tea?”

	“Yes, thank you.”

	They waited in silence. There was nothing to be said. Sonya fumbled with some prayer beads, and Beth thought she would’ve never guessed she was religious. Gorya sat with her back straight and her hand on the hilt of the dagger attached to her belt. 

	Another hour passed, and Beth could barely keep her eyes open. 

	Noise came from outside, and Gorya shot up to her feet. Sonya clutched her prayer beads harder. Beth felt wide awake.

	The front door opened, and in walked Uthar, followed by Kinna and Abby. The two women held hands. Uthar had a gash on his forehead, and dried blood all over his face and chest.

	Beth ran to him, throwing herself in his arms. He held her gently, but she didn’t care that he was dirty and smelled of death. She nestled against his chest and placed a kiss on his collarbone.

	“You’re back.”

	“I promised you.”

	After giving him another tight hug, she stepped back and looked at him.

	“You’re hurt.”

	“I am fine.”

	Beth tried to touch the wound on his forehead, but Uthar took hold of her hand and pressed it to his lips instead. Beth smiled, and finally looked behind him, at the mage and her sister.

	They seemed to be unharmed. Abby let go of Kinna’s hand and hugged Beth. They stayed like that for a long minute, as if they needed time to absorb the fact that they were okay, they were both alive and together again. 

	“How are you? Did that bastard do anything...”

	“No. I’m fine. He locked me in the pantry, and then the horde showed up, and... I didn’t see a thing. I waited until Kinna came and set me free.”

	“It’s better that you didn’t see anything.” Kinna stepped next to Abby. She placed a hand on her shoulder.

	“Well, I did see what was left of Morok’s horde,” Abby winced. Those images would be imprinted on her brain forever. It was going to take her a while to sleep at night without fearing nightmares.

	“Morok the Unhinged is dead,” Uthar said. “I drove my sword through his chest. His horde dispersed. They were only a bunch of disloyal rogues who were never going to fight for him to the death.”

	“How about our horde...”

	“We lost three souls.” His voice turned low and grave. “There are many injured, and Kinna will treat them as soon as...” He stared at the mage’s hand on Abby’s shoulder, uncertain of what was happening and why Kinna was still there when she had plenty of work to do.

	“As soon as I recover a bit,” the mage said. She walked to the couch, plopped down, and motioned for Sonya to pour her a cup of tea. “I checked on them already. No one else is going to die tonight. But I need... a minute.” She sighed.

	Abby went to sit by her side. 

	Beth looked at them, not understanding what she was seeing. She exchanged a glance with Uthar, but he seemed to be just as confused as she was. 

	Sonya poured tea for everyone. Her hands were shaking. Beth noticed that her eyes were red. 

	“Sonya, what’s wrong?”

	“Nothing.”

	“We won.”

	“I know. It’s just...” She sighed deeply. “Morok was my mate’s son. Goran loved him, and when he walked away, he suffered greatly. I know he was horrible. And I know he put you and your sister in danger. He put all of us in danger. What happened was necessary. But that doesn’t mean I’m not allowed to... grieve a little.”

	“No, of course not.” Beth hugged her lightly. “I’m sorry.”

	“It’s okay.” Sonya smiled through her tears. “I’m glad it’s over.”

	Uthar looked at the scene before him, not quite believing that it was, indeed, over. He felt the wound on his forehead throb, and he winced. He also had a stab wound in his right side, and a long gash across his back, where one of Morok’s raiders had managed to cut him. He was starting to feel the pain of all his wounds, and he looked at Kinna, trying to understand why she was taking so long to pull herself together and start healing the injured.

	“My love.” Beth wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you for bringing her back.”

	“She’s your sister,” he said. “She’s just as precious as you are. Nothing will ever happen to either of you again.”

	“I believe that. I trust you.”

	She rose on her tiptoes, and he pulled her against him. They kissed tenderly, allowing themselves a single minute to get lost in each other. One minute, because the sun was rising, and they had work to do.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	A few difficult days followed. They’d put out the fire Morok had started, but two buildings had been damaged, and the orcs had to clear the rubble. Kinna spent hours healing the injured. To Beth’s annoyance, Uthar had insisted to be the last, even though he’d been stabbed in the side and the wound refused to close. The weapons had all been enchanted, laced with powerful magic that poisoned the blood. Kinna worked overtime clearing the poison from the wounded orcs’ system, and then mixing herbs and uttering spells to set them back on their feet. But as the captain, Uthar wanted to see his orcs healed first, and only after that did he lie down on Kinna’s table and let her work.

	Beth couldn’t do much to help. She and Abby stuck around the mage’s house, cleaning jars while she worked, bringing wood for the fire, and water to clean the wounds. When her last patient, who was Uthar, had been healed, the mage sent him home to take a nap, and walked into the living room, where Beth and Abby were waiting.

	Beth jumped to her feet and went to hug and kiss her mate. 

	“He needs rest,” Kinna said. “I told him to go get some sleep. And that’s what he’ll do.”

	“Do you want me to come with you?” Beth asked.

	“You’re not going with him,” Kinna said coldly, not even allowing Uthar to say a word. “Let him sleep for a few hours.”

	Beth pouted but kissed him on each tusk and sent him on his way.

	“You’re next,” Kinna told Abby, giving her a smile.

	“What?”

	“We shouldn’t have interrupted your treatments. You look good, but we need to keep pushing until you’re perfectly healthy.”

	“Now? Are you sure? You’ve worked for hours on end! When did you sleep last? Have you even eaten today?”

	“I’ll eat and sleep after I give you your treatment and do the usual ritual. And you can join me.”

	Beth stared at them like they were wonders of the world. One pale and blonde, the other one green and dark.

	“What is going on here?” she asked.

	“Beth, you can wait here.” Kinna said. “In fact, if you want to help, you can go raid the diner for some food.”

	“Oh-kay. I can do that.”

	As Kinna and Abby disappeared in the room that she personally called the infirmary because she didn’t have a better name for it, Beth went out and made her way to the diner. She had to slow down, because her feet were swollen, and her huge belly was literally pulling her down. These past few days, gravity had been Beth’s worst enemy. 

	It was as if she was growing in size on fast-forward. She was only in the fourth month of the pregnancy, and she had at least three or four more weeks to go. But the baby wanted out, and it grew and kicked day and night, making Beth feel exhausted like she’d never felt in her life. It was true that she’d pushed herself to help, even when everyone tried to make her go home and rest. But she couldn’t just sit around and sleep all day when Kinna was healing around the clock, Abby was helping her, and all the orcs were rebuilding what Morok had destroyed.

	She reached the diner, stopped for a moment to catch her breath, then went inside and found Burok. Krib was in the back, chopping vegetables. She told Burok what she needed, and he didn’t only pack the food for her, but also helped her carry it to Kinna’s house. She hadn’t wanted to ask, but she was grateful he’d offered.

	She waited for Abby in the living room while she nibbled on cold steak and sipped from a mug of krag milk. The taste had grown on her. Abby emerged from the infirmary in high spirits. Beth noticed that she practically glowed. She smiled, happy to see her sister feeling well again. She looked healthy, like the cancer had never existed and the chemotherapy had never ruined her body from the inside.

	“Oh, good! I’m starving.”

	Abby sat next to Beth, and they ate and chatted until Kinna showed up and declared she was going to wash some clothes. Beth was tempted to ask if she was going to use the washing machine this time, but she could see how tired the mage was. Washing by hand was her way of meditating and recharging. So, she kept her mouth shut and didn’t tease her about it.

	As Kinna prepared everything in the backyard, Beth and Abby took their food plates and settled on the terrace. It was a beautiful day, hot as usual, but Beth had gotten used to the climate. She turned her head toward the sun and closed her eyes, letting it warm her up. She’d gotten a tan since she’d been living with the horde, and she was delighted to see Abby was starting to get one, too.

	“You know,” Abby said as she watched Kinna wash and hum a song. “I like it here.”

	“I’m glad. I told you you would.”

	“I like it a lot. I might... stay.”

	“Huh?” Beth shot her a surprised look. “What did you say?”

	Abby chuckled. “That I might stay. No, that I will stay.”

	“Oh my God! But you said...”

	“It doesn’t matter what I said. Things change. I think I changed, too.”

	“Oh, come here!” Beth reached over and gave her sister a clumsy hug. “This is the best. It’s going to be amazing.”

	“We might need to go get the rest of my things. I only came with a suitcase, and it already isn’t enough.”

	“Of course! Uthar will be happy to help.”

	They laughed and started making plans for their life with the horde. Kinna joined in once in a while, and Beth saw the way she looked at her sister. She wondered when Abby was going to tell her. It didn’t matter. She thought it was perfect, and neither her sister, nor the mage had to tell anyone anything. 

	The sun was moving down the horizon, and Beth and Abby had finished eating. Kinna had finished doing the laundry and was now hanging the immaculate sheets on the long strings she had installed in her backyard. It was an idyllic moment, but Beth felt it was time to go home. She wanted to check on Uthar and see if he needed anything. He should’ve had a good, restful sleep by now, and he was probably up and about, looking for her.

	She stood up, and immediately had to fall back in her chair when a sharp pain shot through her side. 

	“Oh, damn! Ouch!”

	“Are you okay?” Abby was on her feet and at her side.

	“Yeah, I’m fine. I think my whole body just fell asleep. Help me up, will you? I feel like I’m a hundred years old.”

	Abby helped her, but Beth only managed to take a few steps, and the pain was back. She realized it was a contraction. She stopped and breathed in and out, but then another contraction came with a vengeance, and she almost crumbled from the pain.

	“Beth...”

	“I’ll be okay in a minute. Just... it happens sometimes. It’s normal.”

	“No, Beth...”

	And that was when she felt it. She’d been distracted by the pain, but her legs and her skirt were wet. She looked at her feet and she saw that the ground was wet.

	“Oh, no... No, no, no... It’s too early. Way too early.”

	Kinna rushed to her and grabbed her other arm. 

	“Help me, Abby. We must take her to Sonya’s place.”

	“What? Why?” Beth asked. “The infirmary is right here.”

	“The... what?”

	“Infirmary.”

	“I don’t know what that is,” Kinna said. “Sonya’s house is isolated. It’s the best place for you to give birth.”

	“I don’t understand,” Beth whined. Another contraction, and she clenched her teeth to not scream.

	“Females cannot give birth where the horde eats and sleeps.”

	“Are you serious?”

	“Yes.” She started pulling at her and forcing her to walk. “Come on. The sooner we get there, the better.”

	“Oh, God. This can’t be happening.”

	“I’m here,” the mage said in a kinder tone. “Don’t worry, okay? I will take care of you and the baby.”

	“But it’s too soon!”

	“Humans are different. The baby is big. He’s ready, so you must be ready, too. You can’t hold him in your tiny body if he wants out.”

	“He, he, he... We don’t know if it’s a he!”

	“We’ll find out soon enough. Now, come on, Beth. You need to walk. Can you walk?”

	“Yes. Just... be patient.”

	She hobbled between the two women, holding on to them for dear life. Every time a contraction came, she had to stop, and they had to hold her tight. 

	It was too early. And Beth had a bad feeling about it.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	Having a mage by her side should’ve made things easier. Kinna tried to ease her pain by giving her various potions to drink, and by manipulating energies and chanting softly. It worked to some degree, but when Beth had to push, she had no strength, and the pain was back with a vengeance.

	“Why is it so bad? I don’t understand,” she cried in frustration.

	Her cheeks were soaked with tears, and Abby patted her face with a dry cloth. She was drenched in cold sweat, her hair was damp and stuck to her head, and nothing helped. Sonya was on the other side of the bed, holding her hand.

	“Give me something stronger,” she begged Kinna.

	“I can’t. What I already gave you should’ve worked. Try to focus, okay? Look at me.” The mage was kneeling between her legs. “Look at me and do as I say.”

	Beth shook her head. “I can’t. I just can’t. I’m too tired.” She collapsed onto the pillows. “I need to rest. Only for a bit.”

	“No, you can’t rest. You’ll rest after. Now you must push.”

	She let out another long cry of agony. “Something isn’t right. Maybe you’ll have to...”

	“No. The baby is ready. You must be ready, too.”

	“Please... I can’t...”

	“Listen to me. You can do this. You can do anything. Now, this baby wants to come out. Let’s take a few deep breaths...”

	Beth tried to focus, but it was hard. The pain was excruciating, and she was tempted to start yelling all her frustration at Kinna and tell her she was a lousy mage. But it didn’t make sense, because Kinna had cured her sister’s cancer. She was just scared to give her anything that was too strong, in case it might affect the baby. This was probably the first baby the mage was delivering, and she was just as terrified as everyone in the room.

	“Too much stress,” Sonya said. “With everything that happened lately, it’s understandable.”

	“You can do this,” Abby whispered in her ear. “I know you. You are strong, and you never give up. Come on. And then you can rest.”

	Beth cried, breathed, and pushed. She yelled at the top of her lungs and squeezed Sonya’s hand. But even with all the effort and determination she put in, it was hours before the baby finally arrived.

	She heard the sharp cry of the newborn but didn’t have the strength to lift her head off the pillow. Her vision went blurry, and she could barely breathe from the exertion.

	She closed her eyes and allowed her mind to shut off.

	“Beth? It’s a boy,” she heard Abby’s voice coming from far, far away. “Beth?” She felt her slap her cheeks gently. “Kinna, something’s wrong. Did she faint or...”

	Her sister’s voice faded, and silence enveloped her. Blessed silence. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	She felt like she was underwater – a dark, cold ocean. She couldn’t open her eyes, couldn’t breathe. Waking up meant swimming to the surface, except she didn’t know which way was up. She moaned in her sleep, wanting to come back to full awareness. Her dreams were starting to turn into nightmares, and she was cold... so cold. 

	“Beth...”

	A hand on her forehead. She tried to use its gentle touch as an anchor, as a guide. She imagined herself latching onto it and dragging herself up, up, up, until her head broke the surface, and she could drag in a huge gulp of air.

	She opened her eyes, her whole body jerking after feeling like she’d been paralyzed for hours.

	“You’re awake,” Abby whispered. “How are you feeling?”

	“I’m cold.”

	“You’re running a fever. You’re actually burning hot, and Kinna has been trying to lower your temperature.”

	“Where’s my baby?” She tried to sit up, but pain shot through her lower region. She saw Sonya standing at the foot of the bed. Her clothes seemed to be stained with blood. “Where’s Kinna? Where’s my baby?”

	“Shh... Kinna is taking care of him, making sure he’s fine before you see him.”

	“What? There’s something wrong with my baby? How long was I out?”

	“You were only out for an hour,” Sonya said. “Don’t worry. Everything is fine.”

	“Then why can’t I see him?”

	She was losing her patience. She’d slept for an hour, and they didn’t want to give her the baby. That could only mean bad news. Bad news they didn’t want to tell her.

	“Uthar?”

	“I will go get him,” Abby said, standing up. “He wasn’t allowed in here while you... I mean...”

	“This is ridiculous.”

	“While Abby gets the captain,” Sonya said, “I need to change the sheets. And I’ll help you change, as well.”

	Beth couldn’t care less about the bloodied sheets and the state she was in. The windows were wide open, but the room still smelled sour and coppery. She sensed the women were trying to fix all that before Uthar was allowed to see her, and she felt infuriated by the whole thing. He was her mate. They were going to spend the rest of their lives together, and what Kinna, Sonya, and even Abby was implying was that he couldn’t see her like she was now – tired, vulnerable, in pain, soaked in sweat and blood. Because it wasn’t... appropriate.

	She felt like it was bullshit, and she wanted to remind them that these weren’t the Medieval Ages, and she wasn’t going to hide this side of her from her man, just so she wouldn’t offend him.

	She doubted Uthar even cared about these things. Some traditions had to die.

	But Abby had vanished already, and Sonya was trying to help her up. Beth sighed and decided that she didn’t have the energy to argue, anyway. She also felt disgusting, so a change of clothes sounded like a good idea. Sonya brought some warm water and a cloth, and before she helped her slip into a clean dress, she washed her gently, as best as she could while she was lying in bed.

	Kinna had yet to show up. Beth paid attention to the noises in the house, trying to determine if her baby was there, in one of the rooms. Had the mage taken him to her house? To the infirmary? She had to trust that she knew what she was doing. She’d seen her heal open, gushing wounds filled with poison. She was more than capable to take care of her baby. 

	“Drink this.” Sonya gave her a cup that was filled with a foul liquid. It smelled like dirt. “Kinna said to give it to you when you’ve regained full consciousness. It’s strong.”

	“Finally! Something that will work.”

	She pinched her nose and drank it in one gulp, then pressed her hand to her mouth and squeezed her eyes shut, trying not to throw up. After only a minute, she started feeling relaxed and a little lightheaded. The pain was fading, leaving her body sore in a soothing, delicious way. She sighed and let herself fall onto the pillows. Sonya brought the clean blanket up to her chin. Her lids were heavy, but she didn’t feel like sleeping. Only like lying there, comfortably, thinking about nothing in particular. A smile played on her lips.

	“See? That’s better.”

	Sonya continued to clean the room and make sure everything looked presentable, including Beth, who was mercifully silent and blissful.

	Half an hour passed, and Uthar was nowhere in sight. Beth wondered if Abby had gone to get him at all. 

	Kinna finally showed up.

	Beth lifted her gaze to where the mage was standing in the doorway, and the bliss on her face vanished when she saw the mage’s expression.

	“I’m doing everything I can,” Kinna said in a grave tone. “You have nothing to worry about, Beth. I just need some more time.”

	“What happened?”

	“He was a little early, that’s all. He’s small for an orc baby.”

	“It doesn’t make sense.” But Beth couldn’t muster the energy to be angry or upset. The medicine she’d ingested kept her calm even as her mind was racing. “He’s an orcling... He’s as strong as his father, right? He will be okay no matter what.”

	“That’s right. I must go now. He will be okay no matter what.”

	As Kinna left, Beth turned to Sonya, not quite understanding how she could be so calm and collected when she felt like she was dying inside. Her baby was not fine, and here she was, unable to react properly. What had Kinna put into that concoction?

	“Sonya...”

	“Yes?”

	“Don’t leave me too, okay?”

	“I’m not going anywhere.”

	“Good.”

	Because Beth had no clue what the hell was happening to her, why everyone seemed to be busy someplace else, and how she was supposed to wait here and not do anything. If Sonya left, she was sure she would descend into madness.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	He hated that the females kept him away from his mate and his baby. He’d heard her scream, and cry in pain and despair, but he couldn’t break the rules that had been set in stone by his ancestors, and run in there to be by her side. He paced the street, back and forth, back and forth, coming up with the worst scenarios in his head. As much as he wanted to have orclings with Beth, he decided then and there that one son or daughter was enough, and he wasn’t going to put her through this ever again.

	Then the screams died down, and he heard the first cry of his baby. He wanted to rush inside, but he thought better of it. He had to trust the females. He had to trust Kinna the Mage that she knew what she was doing. He resumed his pacing, and when Kinna walked out with a small bundle in her arms, he ran to her, arms outstretched.

	“No,” Kinna growled at him and stepped aside.

	Uthar froze in place. He didn’t know what to do. Kinna started running, and he saw that she was headed to her house. Adrenaline shot through his veins, and he finally snapped out of the initial shock and ran after her. When he arrived, Lonar the Beast was at the door. The raider stopped him, placing a firm hand on his chest.

	“The mage told me you would come and try to get in. I’m sorry, captain, but I’m here to stop you.”

	“Why? What is going on?”

	Lonar shook his head. “This is the business of females. We can’t help. We’d only be in their way. Kinna said everything is fine. Your mate is asleep.”

	“And the baby?”

	“You have a son.”

	Uthar took a few steps back and ran his hands through his hair. A son. Beth had given him a son. And Lonar was right, of course. This was the business of females, like it had always been. 

	Minutes passed. Uthar and Lonar waited in silence. Then an hour passed. Abby showed up and told him that Beth was up and asking about him. Kinna walked out of the house then but pointed a finger at the three of them and told them the baby was doing fine, but he was off limits. She rushed to Sonya’s house, and Uthar, Lonar, and Abby felt like they were supposed to wait for her to get back. They all stared at the closed front door like it was the door to a sacred temple. They wanted to go in to discover its mysteries, but the priestess had declared them unworthy. 

	“I’m sure everything is fine,” Abby said. But her voice was shaky. 

	Uthar nodded. When Kinna came back, he let out a breath of relief.

	“You can go see your mate,” the mage said. “But don’t agitate her. She needs rest.”

	Uthar and Abby didn’t need to be invited twice. They left Lonar the Beast to guard the mage’s house and hurried to Sonya’s place. They found Beth in a clean bed, dressed in a long blue dress, an expression of pure relaxation on her face.

	“Kinna gave her something,” Sonya explained. “To calm her nerves.”

	Beth saw Uthar and reached out for him.

	“Why couldn’t you be here when I needed you?” she asked. But there was no menace in her voice.

	He kissed both her hands, then her forehead. “I was just outside. I’m sorry, my love. I couldn’t have helped, anyway.”

	“You could’ve held my hand.”

	He kissed her again. “I’m holding your hand now.”

	She smiled. “It’s okay... I’m not mad at you.”

	He climbed into bed with her, and she curled against his chest. He played with her long, red hair. He could see the signs of exhaustion on her frail body, but she seemed to be recuperating. 

	“What if something happens to our baby?” she asked in a whisper. “What if... I don’t know...”

	“Shh...”

	She looked up into his eyes. “Will you take me back to the institute?”

	“What? Where did you get that idea?”

	She bit her lower lip. “If I fail you... it’s only fair.”

	“No, it isn’t. I love you, Beth. No matter what happens. But nothing will happen, because our baby is with Kinna, and she would give her life for his. You haven’t failed me. You could never fail me.”

	She smiled and hid her face in his chest again. “I could never live without you.”

	“And I could never live without you.” He kissed the top of her head.

	Meanwhile, Sonya and Abby had gone to the diner and brought food for her. Uthar helped her sit up and started feeding her himself. He cut the roasted potatoes into small bites and gently placed them in her mouth. She couldn’t eat much, but every bite mattered and gave her strength. 

	“I’m feeling better,” she said. “My head is not as fuzzy.” She drank a whole glass of milk. 

	“More?”

	“No, please. I’m about to burst.”

	Abby took the plate and retreated with Sonya in the living room. Uthar was grateful that the females were giving him and his mate space. 

	He hugged Beth close to him, and they stayed like that, propped against the pillows, whispering to each other and touching each other gently. He ran the tips of his fingers over her bare arms, and she traced the tattoos she could reach, and the scars she already knew by heart. After the horrible days they’d been through, this moment felt like a blessing. All that was missing was their baby. They wanted to hold him between them, watch him sleep... And Uthar knew Beth wanted to feed him. He could feel the anxiety coursing through her as the medicine Kinna had given her was wearing off. Her body was completely healed, but her soul was incomplete.

	After what felt like forever, Kinna finally showed up with the baby in her arms. In truth, it had only been another hour. The sun was just about to set.

	“He is perfect,” she said as she brought the baby to them. “I’m sorry I made you wait so long. He was tiny and fragile, and he wasn’t... breathing right. But now he is perfect, and healthy, and strong. Like his parents.”

	Uthar took him from Kinna’s hands and held him up. His heart melted, and he felt a sort of pain like he’d never felt before. He’d never thought pain could feel so... good. And right.

	“My son,” she said.

	And he passed him to Beth, who immediately cradled him to her chest. Kinna rounded the bed and showed her how to nurse him, and Uthar just sat there, in awe, watching them and not knowing what to say or do. The baby latched onto his mother’s nipple and started feeding happily, his plump little hands punching the air.

	“Poor thing was starved,” Beth said. She shot Kinna an angry look. “You took him from me and refused to tell me how he was. I should’ve fed him immediately.”

	The mage hung her head, which surprised both Beth and Uthar.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do because, as I said...” She sighed. “You weren’t well, either, and the baby was so distressed and struggling. I did what I could. What I knew.”

	“Thank you,” Uthar said. “For taking care of my mate and my son. You did well, Kinna the Mage.”

	She bowed slightly. “It is my duty and my responsibility, but I want you to know I will always do it out of love.”

	He nodded, and she understood that she had to leave them. She closed the door behind her.

	Beth looked up at him. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be mad at her. I was just scared.”

	“I know, my love. I was scared, too.” He touched the baby’s tiny foot in reverent awe. “But there’s nothing to be afraid of anymore. Morok the Unhinged is gone. Your sister is cured. And we have each other and our son. From now on, we will only focus on our happiness.”

	She smiled. “I like the sound of that.”

	He kissed her cheek, and she turned her head to leave a kiss on his tusk. Until it was time to leave Sonya’s house and go home, they were going to enjoy these beautiful, peaceful moments.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	The park was beautifully lit by torches, candles, and the huge bonfire the orcs had made right in the middle. Beth was a little apprehensive when it came to being surrounded by so many fire sources, but Abby told her that Kinna had enchanted the candles and the torches so they would burn safely. It was a trick they had had to use in their home world a lot, since they didn’t have electricity and they relied on candles. That information made her feel a little better.

	A week had passed, and Uthar the Hunter wanted to introduce his son to the horde and celebrate his birth appropriately. The orcs had spread furs and blankets on the grass, brought food, drinks, and various musical instruments they were now playing. The drums were the more prominent, and Beth was a little worried they would wake up the baby. For now, he slept peacefully against her breast, his tiny hand squeezing her shirt. She rocked him gently as she hummed an old song she remembered from her childhood.

	Abby, Sonya, and Kinna were sitting with her. Gorya was around, bringing them food and cooing at the baby every chance she got. Everyone was obsessed with the orcling. Beth had never had guests at her house before, but now random orcs would just knock on her door under the pretext that they’d brought her something – flowers, sweets bought at the fair, things they’d found in the abandoned buildings that they thought she’d like to have for her collection, – so they could catch a glimpse of the baby. She was annoyed at first, but then realized she didn’t have any right to be. She was just exhausted because her son needed to be fed every hour and didn’t sleep through the night. But in truth, the baby wasn’t solely hers. He belonged to the horde, and the horde was going to help her raise him. 

	The music got louder, and as expected, woke the baby up. He didn’t cry, though. He looked up at her with Uthar’s big, dark eyes, and gurgled. Her heart expanded so fast and so fiercely that she thought her chest would explode.

	“When he looks at me like that,” she said, knowing that Abby and Sonya were listening, “I just don’t know what to do with myself.”

	Abby laughed and gave her a hug, and Sonya started playing with the baby, making him gurgle and giggle. 

	Uthar approached them. He crouched down and looked at his mate with immense love in his eyes. She gave him a bright smile, and he placed a kiss on her lips. She could lose herself in the kiss, especially since they hadn’t a chance to be intimate since the baby had arrived. But tonight wasn’t about her. He reached for the baby, and she allowed him to take him. As if on cue, the music stopped, and the orcs became silent. When Uthar rose with his son in his arms, all eyes were on him.

	“This is my son, Zikel. Let’s welcome him into the world, teach him the wisdom of our ancestors, show him how to fight for what he believes in, and how to protect the ones he loves. One day, he will earn his own name. Until then, he is Zikel, the son of Uthar the Hunter and Beth.”

	Well, that sounded a bit underwhelming... Beth. She scrunched up her nose, and Abby laughed and punched her in the shoulder.

	“Beth. Betty.”

	“Shut up.”

	“Maybe you have to do something to earn your own name.”

	“I’ve never heard of a human female earning her own name,” Kinna said thoughtfully. “That isn’t to say it’s not possible.”

	“What name would fit me?” Beth asked her.

	Kinna shrugged. “How would I know?”

	“If you were to give me a name, what would it be?”

	Kinna rolled her eyes. “Beth the... Whiny.”

	Beth pouted. “I don’t whine that much.”

	“You’re whining right now.”

	“Am not.”

	Zikel was being fussy as Uthar carried him from one orc to another, so the whole horde could see him and marvel at how perfect he was. He started crying soon, and Beth jumped to her feet and rubbed her hands impatiently as the orc captain continued to present him as if nothing was wrong. Everyone touched Zikel and shook his plump little hands. He even got a few kisses from the female orcs.

	Finally, Uthar brought him back to Beth, and she sighed in relief and settled onto the furs to feed him. 

	“Possessive,” Kinna remarked.

	“You would be the same if he were yours.”

	The mage laughed. “I’m just teasing.”

	“Since when do you tease people?”

	“Be nice,” Abby said. 

	These days, Abby spent more time at Kinna’s house than in her apartment. Beth had also noticed that Abby took Kinna’s side all the time. She was happy for them, and one day she would have to thank the mage for being the real reason her sister had decided to stay.

	The music started again, and a few orcs jumped to their feet and began dancing. Zikel was too busy munching on his mother’s nipple to be bothered by the noise.

	Beth winced. “Kinna, you’ll have to give me more of that ointment. I finished it today.”

	The mage laughed and reached for Abby’s hand. She pulled her to her feet, and even as she protested, dragged her to where the orcs were dancing. Abby complained about it vigorously, saying she didn’t know how to dance, and Kinna told her all she had to do was shake her butt. 

	“Aww... They’re cute, aren’t they?” Beth told Sonya.

	“Adorable.”

	Uthar came to sit beside her. As she nursed the baby, he proceeded to feed her the juiciest morsels. She didn’t mind this treatment at all. Soon, she was going to forget how to use her own hands to eat.

	“Are you happy, my bride?”

	She grinned at him. “What do you think?”

	“I think you’re glowing.”

	“That is the right answer.”

	He leaned in and captured her lips in a kiss. She kissed him back, opening her mouth to invite him in. They were in public, so she tried to keep her enthusiasm to a minimum. Thanks to Kinna and her strong potions, she was healed completely, and as Uthar deepened the kiss, she felt herself grow wet. She needed him, wanted him, but they hadn’t had a moment of peace, so the frustration only grew. Much like the dampness in her panties.

	“Uthar,” she whispered. “Slow down.” Her breathing had quickened, and she noticed his eyes had darkened. He wanted her, too. “We can’t...”

	“I miss you.”

	They’d tried to sleep together at first, but Zikel woke up so often during the night, that at some point Beth thought it was just easier to doze off in the nursery. 

	“I miss you, too. But orc babies grow up fast, so...”

	“Not fast enough,” he said in a low, husky voice that sent a shiver up her spine.

	Kinna and Abby returned, both laughing and flushed. They were happy and loud, and Beth was grateful for their interruption. She’d been about to jump Uthar right then and there, and it would’ve been inappropriate. She looked at Abby as she gulped down a full mug of ale. Her hair was growing beautifully, her blue eyes sparkled, and her cheeks were plump and rosy. She looked better than ever.

	“You know,” Kinna said as she sat down next to Beth. “Abby and I could take Zikel for a few hours.”

	“Take him?” Beth’s first instinct was to squeeze him tighter to her chest.

	“Yes. So you and the captain can get some space. I know it’s been hard.”

	Beth relaxed. Kinna was right. She was a little too possessive. She had to work on that, and quickly, because orclings did grow up fast, and soon Zikel was going to run around, leave in the morning and return late at night, and spend all day playing and eating in random houses. 

	“That would be... great,” she said.

	Uthar remained silent. He pretended to watch the orcs dance. 

	The baby had fallen asleep, so Beth gently placed him in Kinna’s arms.

	“I’ll come get him. Soon.”

	“Don’t worry about it. Just... enjoy your night.” The mage winked at her.

	Beth blushed, but she hurried to take Uthar’s hand and usher him toward their house. 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	 

	He lifted her off the floor as soon as the front door was closed. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, and he crushed her against his chest as he carried her up the stairs. She kissed him fiercely, with such rush and impatience that she knocked her teeth against one of his tusks and ended up laughing and apologizing. He growled her name in such a sexy, lustful name, that she almost had an orgasm on the spot.

	Somehow, he managed to carry her to their bedroom while she raked her fingers over his shoulders and sought his mouth with hers. She bit him and scratched him, knowing they didn’t have much time to satiate their hunger for each other.

	He dropped her onto the bed and gave her a long, sinful look before he tore her dress to pieces. She giggled as he did the same to her bra and panties, and then it was his turn to get undressed. Normally, Uthar had more respect for his own clothes than for Beth’s, but tonight, the urgency was real. He tore off his shirt, and he barely managed to get out of his leather pants and boots before he climbed on top of her and pushed his hand between her legs.

	“You’re so wet,” he whispered. “So wet for me...”

	“Yes.” She wrapped her hand around his wrist and guided him where she needed him most. His middle finger slipped inside her pussy, and she moaned loudly, so close to the edge already. “Don’t be gentle. Don’t take your time. Just fuck me, okay? Don’t think about anything else...” He grazed her clit with his thumb, and she swallowed heavily. “But me...”

	“I can only think about you. My love, my mate...” 

	He buried his head between her thighs and replaced his fingers with his tongue. He licked her from her entrance to her clit, then back down to dip his tongue inside her pussy. She moaned loudly and sank her fingers into his hair, pressing him further down. He moved his tongue in and out, until she was soaked, and he had to clean her. 

	“You’re teasing me,” she said.

	He chuckled and went back up to her clit, where he started drawing circles, slow at first, then faster. It didn’t take long for Beth to arch her back and scream as she came, her juices pouring into his mouth and down his chin. He licked her lazily until she came down from the heights of her orgasm, then looked up at her as he wiped his mouth with his hand.

	“I can never get enough of you.”

	“Good.”

	He climbed on top of her, and compared to him, she was so small that he had to remind himself over and over that no matter how desperate he was to claim her, he had to be careful and not lose control. 

	“How do you want me?” she asked seductively. She traced the tattoos on his arms with her fingertips. “On my back?”

	“No. Turn around.”

	He’d taken her from behind many times. It was one of Beth’s favorite positions, so she didn’t hesitate to roll onto her stomach and push herself on her hands and knees. She wiggled her butt for him, and chuckled when she heard him grunt. The chuckle turned into a needy moan when she felt the tip of his huge cock press against her entrance. She relaxed and focused on receiving him, focused on the sensation of her pussy swallowing his shaft inch by inch.

	It didn’t hurt. It had hurt the first few times, but her body was now used to his. Her pussy craved to be filled by that large cock that could rub all the right places inside her at the same time. They were made to be together, and now Beth knew it just as she knew that she loved him, and he loved her. They were fated mates, and no one could convince her otherwise.

	He penetrated her gently, but when there were only a few inches left, she groaned with impatience and thrust back against him. That drove him in balls deep, and he had to dig his fingers into her thick thighs to stop himself from climaxing. Her pussy squeezed him just right, throbbing as it tried to milk him already. He took a deep breath, pulled out a few inches, then pushed back in, making her moan and whisper his name.

	He loved hearing his name roll down those beautiful lips of hers. He reached around her and took hold of one breast, careful not to knead it to roughly. He knew her breasts were sensitive, and he couldn’t abuse them no matter how fascinated he was with their increased roundness and heaviness. He felt a new kind of reverence toward them, knowing their purpose was to feed their baby. For as long as that happened, he would be gentle and caring, and focus his passion on other parts of her body that he worshiped equally.

	“Please, Uthar,” she whispered. “I need this... Hard, fast... Please.”

	“I don’t want to hurt you.” He leaned over her and buried his nose in her long red hair. His hand followed, and he pulled at her tresses lightly. “I want to... fuck you so hard and so fast, but I don’t want to... hurt you.”

	“You could never hurt me, my love.” She thrust her hips against him again, and finally, he started moving the way she wanted him to.

	One hand on her hip, the other one in her hair as she encouraged him to pull, Uthar felt like he was going to lose himself in his mate’s full, curvy body. She was soft everywhere, her curves round and welcoming. He couldn’t get enough of them. Couldn’t get enough of her. He fucked her harder and faster, loving the way she screamed, moaned, and whimpered. Loving the way she begged. As long as she begged him to never stop, he knew she wasn’t in any kind of pain.

	She came within minutes, her walls clenching and unclenching around him, but he held back, not yet wanting to fill her with his seed. He wanted to give her another orgasm, and when she didn’t ask him to stop, he knew that she was ready for more pleasure. He reached one hand around her, his fingers finding her clit. He heard her hiss, then sob. She was wet and sensitive. Throbbing and pulsating for him. 

	“Uthar, I don’t know if I can...”

	But even so, she didn’t ask him to stop. He slowed down a little, to give her time to breathe and recover, and then he was back at it, thrusting with abandon, – at least, with as much abandon as he allowed himself, – making the bed rock so hard that it felt like it was about to break.

	“Oh, God... Oh, fuck... So close...” 

	She was a moaning, whimpering mess, and Uthar was sure she was crying. Soon, he would kiss her all over and taste her tears. Because he knew she wasn’t crying because she was sad, but because he was giving her so much pleasure that she couldn’t have any other reaction.

	She came again, and this time she screamed so loud that if anyone was on the street below, they would’ve heard her. He held her in place, his fingers digging into her flesh, leaving bruises, as he shot stream after stream of cum inside her pussy, filling her to the brim. They stayed like that for minutes on end, her crying softly in the pillow, him giving her every drop he had to give.

	She was the first to collapse, and because he didn’t want to pull out of her yet, he collapsed as well, on his side, hugging her from behind, pulling her to his chest. He listened to her breathing slow down, and he brought his fingers to her heated cheeks. They were wet. He sat up slightly, bent over her, and kissed her tears away.

	“How are you?” he asked.

	She laughed. “How do you think I am? Thoroughly fucked, I could say. In the best way possible. Thank you. I needed this.”

	“Anything for you.”

	“Do you think we should go get Zikel?”

	“I think Kinna and Abby have everything under control.”

	“He’ll be hungry soon.”

	“Five more minutes,” he grunted, pulling her closer, almost crushing her. “Be mine and only mine for five more minutes.”

	She chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

	“I’m not jealous. You’re a mother now. I know I come second.”

	“You don’t come second.” She turned to face him, and his cock slipped out of her. She felt his hot seed spread onto her thighs and the sheets. She didn’t care, though. It was something she’d gotten used to. “Listen to me, you don’t come second. Both you and the baby come first.”

	He smiled. “I’m teasing. I love you with him. I could never be jealous of my own son.”

	“Good.” She kissed one tusk, and then the other. “He looks just like you, have you noticed?”

	“Yes. But he has your nose.”

	“You think?”

	“It’s the cutest nose on earth.”

	“If you say so...”

	They chatted for a while longer, about nothing in particular, simply enjoying each other’s company. Beth dozed off at some point, then jumped awake, ready to run to Kinna’s house to get the baby home.

	“Sleep,” Uthar whispered to her as he pulled the blanket up to her chin. “I’ll bring him.”

	“What if he’s hungry?”

	“I’ll bring him to you.”

	“Okay.”

	She was asleep before he was out the front door. She felt warm, comfortable, and safe. And the best thing of all was that she knew she could trust Uthar, and sleep for just an hour. If she was lucky. 

	It was going to get easier. It was going to get better. It was going to be the best.

	 


Chapter Thirty

	 

	Had she not been an orc bride, living with an orc horde, and having an orcling as a son, Beth would’ve thought she was the most awful mother in the world. In the past week, she must’ve broken a record of how many times she’d lost Zikel. The boy ran off the second she wasn’t looking. He vanished like he’d never been there at all, and Beth sometimes spent a whole hour looking for him, going from house to house, from orc to orc, asking if anyone had seen him. 

	He grew up fast. Shockingly fast. He was only a year and a half old, and if in the beginning he liked to play on other orcs’ lawns or in their backyards, or he ran off to Sonya, or played with the chickens and goats in the park, lately he’d gotten into the habit of hiding in the abandoned buildings. He got more and more daring, and when he heard Beth or anyone else coming, he hid in pantries, cupboards, under beds. Beth had once found him hiding in one of the old elevators, and she’d really lost her temper then. She felt bad about it afterwards, but at least she’d instilled a fear of old elevators in him, and she was sure he wasn’t going to go near one again. She’d tried to explain that not all elevators were the same, and they just couldn’t trust these ones because they hadn’t been used or repaired in ages. But little Zikel had looked up at her with confused eyes, and she’d asked herself then if he was ever going to find himself in the position to use a functioning elevator. It wasn’t like he was going to go live amongst humans. And she gave up trying to explain the difference to him.

	Today, he’d run off again, and Beth had been looking for him for half an hour. It was a hot day, the sun burning high in the sky, and the large hat she’d put on before she left the house wasn’t helping much. She stopped by the diner to get something to drink, and when Burok and Krib told her they hadn’t seen Zikel, she sighed and went out again into the merciless sun.

	She passed by the workshop where the orcs built furniture to sell at the fair, and saw Uthar and Lonar the Beast looking over some sketches. It was as if the captain sensed her presence, and looked up. A smile pulled at the corners of his lips, revealing more of his sharp tusks. He passed the papers to Lonar and walked over to her. He pulled her in his arms, and Beth rested her head on his chest, sighing softly.

	“I can’t find him, and I need to feed him,” she said.

	“I’m sure he’s around here somewhere. Let’s look for him together.”

	He took her hand and kissed it sweetly. Beth looked at him with just a little bit of envy in her heart. Orcs didn’t suffer from the heat. They didn’t suffer from the cold, either. In general, extreme temperatures didn’t affect them. It was a bit embarrassing that she sweated all the time and could barely keep up with him, let alone with their son when he decided to run from her because he wanted to be chased. Without meaning to, Beth had lost a couple of pounds in the past year.

	“I’ve already been at the diner. Krib and Burok haven’t seen him.”

	“Kinna’s house?”

	“He doesn’t go there anymore. Every time she catches him, Kinna tries to make him learn about herbs, and he gets bored.”

	Uthar laughed. “She’s trying to see if he has the talent and inclination to become a mage one day.”

	“Isn’t it too early for that?”

	“Orclings show talent for magic from their first year of life. I’ve watched Zikel... How he plays, what he’s interested in... He’s not a future mage. He’s a future captain.”

	“Of course he is,” Beth murmured, smiling to herself. What else would his father, the horde captain, have said about his beloved son?

	They stopped by Kinna’s house, anyway. They found her in the backyard, tending to her herb garden while Abby read a book on the terrace. Neither of them had seen Zikel. 

	“Do you want me to do a quick spell and track him down?” Kinna straightened her back and wiped her dirty hands on her robe.

	“No,” Beth said quickly, blushing. She hated it when Kinna jumped to help her with a tracking spell. She was the boy’s mother, thank you very much! She could find him on her own. And she’d only been looking for half an hour. If in another half hour she still couldn’t find him, she would swallow her pride and come to the mage.

	“Okay. If you change your mind...”

	Uthar smiled as he watched the exchange. He’d witnessed it plenty of times before, and it amused him.

	Beth grabbed him by the arm and pulled him after her. There was a new spring in her step. 

	“Let’s check the apartment blocks.”

	“Didn’t you make him promise he wouldn’t play there anymore?”

	“And do you think he listens to me?”

	They checked a few of his favorite spots, but he was nowhere to be found. More than anything, Beth was worried that he was hungry. Orclings his age needed to eat often and well, and she’d noticed that he could get so distracted playing that he forgot to tell anyone that he was starving, until his tummy hurt so much that he started crying, and finally someone could hear him and go collect him from wherever he’d been hiding.

	They walked through the park toward Sonya’s house. Everyone they saw, they asked about Zikel, and then finally, they met with Gorya, who was just carrying two bottles of krag milk to Sonya’s. 

	“Oh, the little one is with Sonya. She’s just feeding him. Poor thing, he ate everything in her fridge.” She laughed and waved the bottles of milk.

	The orcling had started eating solid foods early. He almost ate like everyone else now, except he needed his meat and veggies cut into tiny pieces. 

	Beth sighed and shook her head. She and Uthar followed Gorya, and she had to almost run to keep up with them. They were both tall and massive, and one of their steps was worth four of hers.

	They found Zikel in the living room with Sonya. She was spoon-feeding him mashed potatoes as he had his eyes glued to the TV. Uthar had kept his word and figured out how to make the TVs in town work. He’d talked to the humans who frequented the fair, and they had helped the horde get cable. Beth didn’t know if it was a good thing or a bad thing. Maybe if Zikel got hooked on a cartoon or two, he would be easier to find the next time she needed to feed him.

	“There you are!”

	She opened her arms, and he looked up. He smiled brightly and ran to her, hooking his plump arms around her neck as she lifted him up. He was getting heavy, but she wasn’t going to complain.

	“I looked everywhere for you. One of these days, we’ll have to get you a phone.”

	Uthar furrowed his brows. The only ones who had mobile phones were Beth and Abby. Personally, he had never understood why they used them to talk when they literally lived across the street from each other. There were many things he still couldn’t understand about humans. 

	“He would probably smash it in all of five minutes,” Sonya said. 

	“You might have a point.”

	Beth passed Zikel to Uthar, who had no trouble holding him. He placed him on his shoulders, and the boy giggled as he reached for the ceiling. 

	“Thanks for taking care of him.” Beth told Sonya.

	“No problem. You know I love to do it.”

	“Come on, little guy. We’re going home.”

	Gorya gave Beth one of the milk bottles. They said goodbye to her and Sonya, and Zikel waved at them enthusiastically. He was adored by everyone, and he knew it. He took advantage of it, too. 

	As Uthar carried him on his shoulders, Beth reached for his little hand. Zikel squeezed her fingers and laughed at her. He had a bit of mashed potatoes on his cheek, and Beth did her best to reach it and wipe it off. 

	“We should have lunch together,” Uthar said.

	“Really? Don’t you have to go back to the workshop?”

	“Lonar can take care of things there. We’re rarely together for lunch.”

	“Yeah... What with you working all the time, and Zikel running off... all the time. I find myself on my own most days.”

	“Then I will make you a promise,” he said. “From now on, breakfast, lunch, and dinner... together. The three of us.”

	“Really?”

	“I mean... dinner with the horde, as is tradition.”

	“Right. God forbid I have you all too myself three meals in a row.” She laughed.

	In truth, she enjoyed having dinner with the horde. It was a sense of community that she’d lacked while living in the world of humans. She felt like she belonged here. The orcs cared about her, about her sister, about their lives... When she was happy, they celebrated with her, and when she was sad, they asked her how they could help, and they listened. Krib and Burok had learned how to make pizza, and when they felt she was down, a pizza always got delivered to her house.

	They loved her, they loved their captain, and they loved Zikel. 

	Beth hadn’t known how much she’d missed having a family until she got here. The fact that Abby had accepted to join her was a bonus she had never dared to dream of. 

	As they walked toward the diner and the orcs they met smiled at them and waved, Beth felt her heart grow more and more. It grew with every smile, with every greeting, and with every light touch on her shoulder or arm.

	She was one of them.

	And it didn’t matter that she didn’t look like them.

	Because she loved like them.

	 

	THE END
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	Candace West needs to escape. For two years, she’s suffered at the hands of her abusive husband, and she can’t take it anymore. When he refuses to give her the divorce and threatens her life, she runs to the only place where she knows she’ll be protected – the nearest institute for orc brides. Once she offers herself as tribute, she is safe, and a hired attorney takes care of the divorce. Now, all she has to do is keep her word, learn about the orcs’ culture, and follow the one who chooses her as his mate.
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	Fresh out of college, with a degree in Biochemistry and wild dreams for the future, I can’t believe my luck when I get a job as a lab assistant with the mysterious organization IMRA. But then I find out IMRA stands for… umm… International Monster Research Association, and that… umm… alien monsters exist, and now I’m not even allowed to talk about my job at home!

	 

	Deep breath. I can handle this. I’m a professional, and this is a great opportunity.

	 

	Oh, what’s the job description? So glad you asked! It’s… let me check. Ah, right! Collecting test samples from a recently captured green-skinned beast that’s as tall as a mountain, a bit too growly for my taste, and could certainly break out of his cage if he wanted to.

	 

	An orc. I’m to collect various bodily fluids from an alien orc.

	 

	Deep breath. Don’t panic, Lou. Come on! You’re a professional. *sweat drop*
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	When she’s not writing, Cara is reading, planning her next story, or daydreaming. 

	 

	Sign up for Cara’s newsletter and be among the first to learn about new and upcoming books, special promotions, free stories, and giveaways.

	 

	SIGN UP FORM

	 

	Drop by to say “hi” on Facebook or follow on Instagram. For more books and reading order, check out the Author Website. And don’t forget to join her reader group on Facebook – Good Girls Gone Wylde.
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