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      When her village faces a winter of starvation, Sita draws the shortest straw. Now she’s being given to the orcs across the river in exchange for food and supplies so her family can survive. Given the chance to choose her own husband from among the eligible orc bachelors, she selects Gurrek, the reluctant blacksmith, who clearly doesn’t want her. He’s the safest option.

      Gurrek has always wanted a wife of his own, but not like this. Now he’s saddled with a human woman who needs new shoes, new clothes, and can’t even speak his language. He wants nothing to do with her, and yet Sita’s determination and sweet, kind personality draw him in closer with every passing day.

      As Sita and Gurrek try to find a place to fit within each other’s lives, attraction begins to bloom between them. But Gurrek refuses to touch a woman who never wanted to be his in the first place. Can Sita break through the blacksmith’s high walls to become his true wife, mind, body, and soul?

      CONTENT WARNINGS

      May contain spoilers.

      
        
          	
        FMC is traded for food against her will
      

      	
        Involuntary marriage
      

      	
        Language barrier
      

      	
        Masturbation
      

      	
        Losing of virginity (mildly painful but intentional and willing)
      

      	
        Killing of an animal in self-defense (off-screen, told as a story)
      

      	
        Stretching and stuffing
      

      	
        Graphic depictions of sex
      

      	
        Breeding kink
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who wishes they had

      a strong orc husband of their own
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      SITA

      I’ve only seen my mother cry once before. It was when my father died, leaving us ten cows, four goats, some chickens, and a shed full of tools. We sold the tools first to pay our bills, though later—when I was much older—I regretted it. I could have learned his trade and perhaps used it to buy us food.

      Now, Mother is crying again for the first time in a decade. Her arms are wrapped around me tight, her tears dripping down her cheeks and onto my forehead.

      “She doesn’t need to go until tomorrow,” old Mason says, gently patting my mother’s shoulder. She yanks me away, clutching me tighter against her as she cries.

      My mother has never been the type of person to show her affection on her sleeve. She has never embraced casually, or kissed us on the forehead, or even held our hands at market the way some other mothers and their children do. But now she won’t release me, even though I’ve already accepted my fate. As much as I detest it, that it was me who was chosen, it’s what has to be done if everyone in the village is to live through the winter.

      Finally, Mason steps away, leaving us alone on the floor of the pub. I’m still clasping the shortest wisp of straw in my hand, the one that sealed my fate. All the young adult members of the village had been required to choose one from the pile without looking, and in turn, I drew the shriveled stalk that would doom me.

      There are hushed murmurs of sympathy as the other villagers retreat. Though they feel bad for my mother and me, they are all grateful, too, that it was not their own young son or daughter chosen. My peers, those who I’ve gone to school with and played with all my life, file out of the pub quietly. At least they won’t rub it in and choose instead to give me space to say goodbye.

      The only one who remains when Mother lets me go is Van. He was too young to be eligible, thankfully. But now it’ll be me who goes, leaving my sensitive, earnest brother to take my place.

      The farm has never brought in enough money for us to live, so I’ve always worked in the neighbor’s fields while Van goes to school. I’d hoped I could spare my brother from hard labor, but now, he’s going to have to quit his education if he and Mother are going to have enough money to survive.

      Thinking about what I’m going to leave behind is much easier than thinking about what lies ahead of me. That way there is only fear, only the unknown.

      My mother finally lowers her arms, though they’re still shaking. She looks into my face, cradling my cheeks in her palms.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says, voice barely more than a whisper. “I’m so sorry, sweeta.”

      Her nickname for me. She hasn’t used it since I was twelve, and hearing it fall from her lips now, when I am twenty and about to be ripped away from her, finally brings my own sobs to the surface.

      There are so many things I wanted to do with my life. I wanted to protect Van, to support Mother, to maybe someday find a partner and have a family of my own. And maybe, eke out a place where every day wasn’t simply a fight to survive for us.

      But now I am all out of time.
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        * * *

      

      That night, our home is somber. Mother cooks a meal, and Van sets the table without being asked, neither of them speaking. I sit in one of the chairs, hands crossed, staring at the artwork on the wall while they labor. Van painted it himself a few years ago, and Mother liked it so much she hung it up. The thick brush strokes evoke trees, mountains, even a river. Our homeland.

      I glare at the river. That is what killed our crops this summer, devastating us. The weather grew warm too early and too quickly, sending water cascading down the mountainsides. The river swelled as fat as a leech, and once the banks could no longer contain it, it spilled over the sides, drowning everything in its path. Crops, homes, all gone.

      Now the village has nothing, and I am their only salvation. Not that I had any choice in the matter.

      “Here you go,” Van says over my shoulder, sliding a meager plate of food in front of me. Stale bread, unripe squash, and a chicken thigh from one of our few remaining animals. I’m grateful for it. I know the chicken is a special occasion when we have so few left, and Mother did it for me to say goodbye.

      None of us speak as we eat dinner, even as my dread about tomorrow crawls under my skin. There’s nothing left to be said. Mother doesn’t know what will happen to me after I’m given to the monsters, and there’s no point in speculating. She simply reaches over partway through dinner and rubs my shoulder affectionately, and when I glance at her, her eyes are wet and streaked with red.

      That night, when Van and I are supposed to be asleep in our bedroom, he sits up abruptly.

      “What if you came back?” he asks, voice suddenly excited.

      “Came back?” I shake my head and sigh. “There’s no coming back.”

      “But you could sneak away. We bring you to them, they bring the food to us. Then, once we have the food, you break out and come back home!”

      I have to smile at his train of thought, but nursing these silly flames of hope will only make our separation harder.

      “Van.” I sit up, too, peering at him in the faint light of the stars coming in our window. “That could start a war. And you know who would win that war.” We are a small village with little to defend ourselves with.

      The excitement fades from his face, and he stares down at his lap.

      “There has to be something we can do.” He sniffs, then wipes his eyes with his arm. “I can’t believe they’re just throwing you away. Giving you to them, as if you’re cattle.”

      “It’s not like that.” He might be right, but I can’t leave him thinking that way or he’ll resent everyone in the village for as long as he lives. “I’m... I’m going willingly, Van.”

      His head snaps up. “What? No, you aren’t!”

      I shush him with a finger on my lips. We don’t want to wake Mother, not when she’s probably already in a fitful sleep.

      “I am. This is what the village needs. I drew the straw, and it was fair.”

      Now Van is crying, and I wish this could be different. I try to memorize his face, even with tears streaking down it, because I’ll likely never see it again.

      I get out of bed and sit down next to him, then bring my sweet little brother into my arms. He cries until he’s finally run out of tears.

      “I need you to be stronger than this when I leave,” I say, patting him on the back. “All right? You need to be tough so you can support Mother. You’re going to be all she has.”

      He sniffs and nods, so I get up and return to my bed. But even as Van finally drifts off to sleep, his tiny snores filling the air, I can barely close my eyes.

      What will the monsters do with me?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The following morning, Mason arrives at our house early, along with seven other village men. They all carry weapons and have brought horses and half a dozen empty wagons. If they can manage to fill all those empty wagons with food and supplies, we might just have a chance at surviving the winter.

      Well, my village will. Mother and Van will.

      At least the orcs have food that we don’t. I hope that I’ll be fed well while I live among them, if I can forget about the other terrible things they might do to me.

      I haven’t spent much time on that word, orc, hoping that I could simply forget it. But as the moment looms closer, I think it over and over again. Orc. Orc. Orc.

      Monsters. Animals. Whatever you want to call them, this was the trade they arranged. When their emissary arrived in our village only last week, he was greeted with pitchforks and swords. Orcs may not appear often, since they live in the mountains and we occupy the valley, but stories about them have always circulated in our villages. They’re warlike and cruel, especially to humans, as if we are a blight upon their land.

      The emissary was very specific in the orcs’ requirements for the trade: one young man or woman, of youthful breeding age, in exchange for goods. And I am well within this parameter.

      Breeding age. Now, along with orc, this phrase is circling my mind.

      I know what I’ll be used for. I’ve tried my hardest not to think about it, but now, it all swarms to the surface as Mason and his men take off their hats, faces downcast.

      I turn around and throw my arms around my mother, trying to hold my burgeoning fear inside so I don’t upset her even more. She strokes my back, whispering, “I’m sorry, sweeta. I’m so sorry it was you. It should never have been you.”

      Van attempts to remain stoic, but when I hug him, he falls apart. Before I can comfort him, though, Mason clears his throat.

      “We must go now, so we can meet at the drop-off point before sunset.”

      I nod and swallow. We can’t be late or the orcs might simply change their minds. Then our hunger in the coming months would rest on my conscience.

      I don’t say anymore goodbyes to my mother and brother. The time has passed. I walk away with Mason, who attempts to help me up onto a horse, but I don’t need anyone’s help climbing into a saddle. When he gets the message, he walks off and mounts his own horse, and then it’s time to go and meet my fate, whatever that is.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a mindlessly long trip. Excruciating, really, to walk in silence with only the sound of our horses’ hoofbeats to break up the monotony. I try not to spend the empty time thinking, imagining, picturing what my future life will be like, because there’s no way for me to know.

      And yet, I think. I imagine. I dread the possibilities, knowing how I’m intended to be used. An orc will surely want to put his cock in me and make me carry his offspring—or whatever you call baby orcs. Why else would they have made such a request if that weren’t their intention?

      I wonder if I’ll be given to one orc or used by them all. How does orc society work? I have no idea; I don’t think any of us do. If these men did, they would say it, perhaps try to lend me some advice. But the emissary the orcs sent provided nothing, so we’re all going into this stupid and ignorant.

      Now the river is lower, that mercurial bastard, low enough that our horses are willing to cross it. After that, we climb into the hills as the day drags on into afternoon. At last, as the sun’s rays are turning harsh and orange, we reach an open meadow. A burbling creek runs through it, and in the very center is an ancient, dead tree.

      That’s where the orcs are waiting for us.

      Mason goes first, then urges me to follow along with the other men and the carts. The orcs, too, have brought wagons, but theirs are overflowing with produce, goods, and barrels full of what I hope are preserved foods. From this distance, all I can make out are very tall, broad men with olive-green skin. As we move closer, though, I find they vary in color, from whitish green to dark pine green, with some more vibrant hues in the middle. There are fifteen of them and eight of us, so we just have to hope they don’t want a fight.

      When we get closer, though, it becomes apparent that the orcs aren’t just tall, but enormous, and their bodies look brutishly strong, even the women among them. Their faces are different from ours, with yellow eyes and upturned, squashed noses, alongside jutting lower jaws that are broad enough to hold their huge tusks.

      Tusks. That’s what I’ll be surrounded by until the end of my days—tusks. I’ll never look like anyone around me again, not even the children I bear. Terror lances through me, and I resist the urge to turn around and run.

      When we’re close enough, Mason dismounts, and one of the orcs on the other side approaches on foot. He’s severe-looking, with a stripe of hair down the middle of his bald head.

      They meet in the middle, and words are spoken, but they’re far enough away that I can’t hear anything above a vague murmur. I shift uneasily in my horse’s saddle, trying not to be consumed by every heinous possibility.

      At last, the orc who appears to be the leader gestures over his shoulder, and the other orcs pull their wagons forward.

      “Come, Sita,” calls Mason. I sit up straight and urge my horse into a walk. The leader of the orcs surveys me up and down as I come to a stop in front of him.

      “Hm. This will do.” The orc’s voice is scratchy and rough, and he speaks with a thick, heavy accent. I knew orcs spoke a different language, but the reality hits me that I will probably have to learn their tongue if I want to get by.

      The exchange of goods begins. While everyone is occupied carrying bags of grain from one wagon to another, even Mason, the head orc continues watching me.

      Does he plan to take me for himself?

      “You will not bring the horse,” he says after a time.

      Frowning, I clutch the reins tighter. “Why not?”

      “No horses.”

      He doesn’t elaborate, and so I slide out of my saddle and land on the ground. I thought I’d be riding the whole way, and my shoes aren’t in very good shape. I glance up at the mountains rising overhead to the north of us, where the orcs came from.

      Damn it.

      When the sun is setting and the goods have all been transferred, Mason waves his hand at me.

      “I’m sorry it had to be this way, Sita,” he says. “Thank you for your sacrifice.”

      As if it was a choice I made.

      I say nothing as he and the other villagers depart with wagons full to bursting. At least Van will have something to eat this winter. I have to hold that close to me so I don’t fall apart.

      Now that we have the food, could I turn and run? I don’t know what would happen, though, if they caught me. The rumors about orcs have always said they are brutish and ruthless, even to their own kind. Who knows how badly they would treat me should I be disobedient?

      I turn to the orcs, who are all watching me with stern expressions on their faces. Or do they just look like that naturally? It’ll be a while before I can tell.

      “Come,” the leader says, jerking his head in the direction of the mountain. “We have a long way to go tonight and tomorrow.”

      As if this couldn’t get any worse.
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      GURREK

      Thom. Thom. Thom.

      The steady beat of my hammer on the metal lulls me into my quiet place, where I am fully alone. Here, I can think through everything. Here, I settle my soul and then lose myself in my work. The hammer becomes an extension of my hand that can shape metal. More force here, and the metal gives. More force there, and it bends away. Bigger strikes leave bigger marks, but many tender, precise strikes leave smooth surfaces in their wake.

      These days, though, it is perhaps far too easy to find that place in my mind where there’s true nothingness. Life plods along, each day the same as the previous day, except in the rare case of a village-wide event. Then I am dragged from my forge and forced to participate in whatever wedding or birthday or other nonsense festival that’s been planned. Afterwards, I return to my quiet place, resuming where I left off.

      Sometimes, when I make the short trip back from my forge to my home, I wish life had taken a left turn somewhere. What if there were someone waiting for me inside my front door? Instead, there is no sound when I enter tonight, and the lights are all off. I light them one by one with a match, refilling the oil as needed, and start making supper.

      What would it be like to make supper for someone besides myself? Occasionally I think it might be good to have an orc wife, someone who would smile as she ate my meal, who would embrace me when I walked in the door.

      But that’s not in the cards for me. Our village is small, and the women here are all like sisters to me. I know them much too well. None of them would fit into my life. None of them call upon my loins the way a wife should.

      So instead, I labor over the forge and make suppers alone.

      I have a piece of mutton partway into my mouth when I hear a commotion outside. Wagon wheels squeak. There’s a murmur of voices.

      Hmm. I wonder what’s going on.

      Taking one more bite of my meal, I clean off my mouth with a napkin before stepping out the front door. It’s fully autumn now, bringing a chill in the evenings that foreshadows the cold nights to come. I’m lucky that I have plenty of hides and blankets, though, and I chopped enough wood over the summer that I am well-stocked for the winter months.

      I make my way deeper into the village, toward the square where the buzz of voices grows louder. Here I find a dozen of my fellow villagers depositing empty wagons. I’m not the only one to come and ogle, either, as other orcs peer out their doors and join me in the square.

      “What’s going on?” I ask Merka, the older orc woman who lives closest to me.

      “Don’t you remember?” She rolls her eyes and gives me a little knock on the head, as if my dome is a door. “We traded with the human village. They were all going to die, those poor little saps, if we didn’t step in.”

      I quirk a brow at her. “We helped humans? What, did Rulag gain a sudden generous streak?”

      “No, it was a trade. Remember what I just said? They gave us something in return.”

      “What did they give us?”

      “I guess we’re going to find out.”

      Merka winks and moves through the growing crowd, closer to the orcs that have returned from their trip. I spot clan leader Rulag among them, his head of tall hair shaved in a thin band down his skull so it’s always visible from a distance.

      Then one of the orcs turns away, revealing to me what they traded for.

      A human. A human woman.

      She’s small, so small, and a disgusted gag rises in my throat at the sight of her. Her face is strange—pointy and sharp, like she could cut someone open with her nose. Her frail body is dressed in what appears to be little more than rags, and she bites her lip as the other orcs around her talk.

      They traded perfectly good food away for a human prisoner? Why? What possible purpose could she serve, as small and weak as she is?

      At last, Rulag turns to the rest of us and raises his hands in the air.

      “All right, all right. Settle down. I want everyone to meet in the great hall. There’s a matter to discuss.”

      Word spreads quickly as more and more orcs filter out of their homes, and I lose sight of the human as my fellow villagers move as one toward the hall, where we eat our communal meals and hold silly celebrations. I manage to find my way inside without getting stepped on—it helps that I’m much bigger than most orcs—and snag a seat at the far end of one of the long tables.

      That sick feeling in my stomach grows. What does that moron Rulag have planned? He took over the position of clan leader from his mother, an old orc woman who knew what was what until she passed away. She kept everything in order, and certainly never would have traded a winter’s worth of goods for a single, skinny human wretch.

      As we make our way to our seats, I’m not the only one grumbling over this outcome.

      Once the village has all assembled in the great hall, Rulag raises a hand and then beats his chest with it, signaling silence. The talking ceases, and he gets up onto the table so he can better address us.

      His mother never would have stood on a table.

      “My clanspeople,” he says, voice booming throughout the huge, wooden rafters. The human woman stands nearby, shivering with her fear. I can almost smell it from here. “I wanted to address your concerns about the new human in our midst.”

      He gestures for the little woman to be brought forward so everyone can see her. Her brown eyes are huge and terrified, and she crosses her arms protectively around herself. She clearly does not want to be here.

      Rumbles of discontent spread through the assembly.

      “Now, shush.” Rulag waves at us all dismissively. “We had plenty of food going into the cold season. The humans would have died, and then how would all their corpses smell from here? Mighty foul.”

      “That’s no concern of ours!” someone calls out, and a few other orcs thump their tables in agreement.

      “Aren’t you a sympathetic soul?” Rulag sighs dramatically. “I did ask for an exchange, of course. I can’t have humans believing our generosity comes for free.”

      But it was free, wasn’t it? Who has need of this waif of a creature up in the mountains? Life is hard here, but productive if you’re willing to work for it, and I doubt she could do much in the way of useful work given how small she is.

      “You bought yourself a human wife?” another orc calls out. Dakar is a younger orc but one of the biggest there is, and he’s proven himself to be a fine butcher. The other orcs laugh.

      Rulag stomps his foot to earn silence again.

      “I have no need of a wife,” he says, standing up straight. His eyes dart to someone in the crowd, and he winks at whoever is on the receiving end. “But as our number has grown smaller, my clanspeople, so have our choices. This was a necessary move, unfortunately, to preserve our village into the future.”

      More murmurs rise from the crowd, but Rulag talks over them. “Don’t ignore it!” he calls out. “How many unmarried orcs are among us?”

      A few hands go up. Then a few more. There are not many choices, he is right about that. It’s a small village, and so most of us are related in some way or another. I have considered venturing to other villages in the past to search for a wife, but that seems far too onerous of a task when I don’t know who I’ll find there. And then what—after traveling a hundred miles, I would ask her to uproot her life to move to my village, instead?

      I hate that this young idiot is right.

      “Well, then,” Rulag says, getting mighty cocky about it. “Every year we will bring a new human into our midst. This is just the first.”

      Another round of disapproving shouts fills the hall.

      “All right, shut up, shut up. I’m done discussing this for now.” He turns toward the human woman, who watches him warily. She has a look of bafflement on her face, like she has no idea what’s being said about her.

      And of course she doesn’t. Humans speak their own tongue. I know some of it, just words and phrases we’ve borrowed from them over time, but not nearly enough to communicate to a human how her fate is being decided.

      “It’s time to find a home for you,” Rulag says. He sprinkles in some human words, clearly enough for her to understand, because she instantly backs away. Two of Rulag’s buddies catch her, preventing her from leaving.

      Now I feel like I might vomit. She’s frightened and here against her will, that much is clear. I’m not going to be party to some woman being auctioned off like a piece of livestock.

      “Who will take her?” Rulag calls out, stepping off the table so he can grab the woman’s arm and thrust it into the air.

      Hoots and hollers go up from the group. Merka, though, stands and waves her arms.

      “Let her choose!” she roars, utterly irate. “We will not whore out this poor woman just because her village gave her up! You’re better than this, Rulag.”

      Rulag pauses, then glances around the room. Other orcs nod their heads in agreement.

      “Let her decide,” someone else calls out.

      “She’ll pick me,” says Dakar, beating his chest. “I’ll give her a good home... on my prick!”

      A few other orcs laugh, and I head for the door, ready to leave this entire awful charade behind.

      “Fine, fine,” says Rulag. He speaks to the human again to explain what he’s offered, and her mouth falls open. Then she crushes her eyes closed and her hands curl into fists, like she wants to fight and cry at the same time.

      When she opens those eyes again, she scans the room, which has fallen eerily silent. Her gaze travels over face after face.

      It’s time to take this opportunity and leave, so I open the side door to step out.

      “She has chosen!” Rulag announces.

      I freeze. I know before I turn around what I’m going to find.

      The little human is pointing right at me.
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      SITA

      If I have to pick any of these monsters, it’s going to be that one. He sat in the back of the cavernous wooden meeting hall the whole time, quiet and distant, uninterested at all in the goings-on. I watched him as he got up, a disgusted look about him, and headed for the exit.

      I want the one who doesn’t want to be here. I want the one who has such broad shoulders and a gentle face hiding behind his black beard. If I have to choose who will be my captor, I pick the orc who would never, ever choose me.

      Perhaps he will not be cruel to me. Hopefully, he won’t want to sleep with me. That is what I fear the most in all of this.

      The orc I’ve pointed at falls still in the doorway. He lets out a sound that’s distinctly a snarl, and grimaces in my direction.

      “You don’t want him,” the clan leader says in a pitying tone, turning me around to face the sea of other waiting orcs in the hall. “Really, he’s the worst option. Choose any of these others.”

      “No.” I shake my head, because now I’m even more certain down in my gut that I’m making the right choice. If this bastard orc thinks I’m making the wrong decision, that’s what makes it the right one. “Him, and only him.”

      The orc I’ve chosen looks like I’ve slapped him. His eyes turn into daggers as the clan leader shakes his head.

      “Terrible choice,” he says, then calls over to the orc standing in the doorway.

      Though he grumbles the whole way, the orc I’ve picked obediently comes towards us. The clan leader takes my hand, then his, and clasps them together.

      I cringe, not sure what I’m expecting by touching an orc—maybe that I’d find him slimy? Instead, he’s warm, incredibly warm, and his skin is tough under mine, his fingers and palms roughly calloused. Whatever he does, he works with his hands, that much is obvious.

      He grimaces down at me, clearly displeased at the turn his night has taken.

      “Introduce yourself,” the clan leader says in the human tongue.

      I suppose I’d assumed orcs to be uncivilized ruffians, so the thought hadn’t occurred to me.

      “I’m Sita,” I tell my new husband, attempting to curtsy.

      “Sita,” the orc repeats, frowning as if it tastes bad. “I am... Gurrek.”

      “Gurrek.” I taste the word. Gurrek. It’s a very orcish name.

      “It’s time,” the clan leader says to me. “Tomorrow, there will be a wedding. For tonight, you will go home with him.”

      “Before we marry?” I glance between the two orcs as the clan leader repeats his command in Orcish. Gurrek’s scowl deepens even further.

      “Yes. Now, go, it’s late.” The clan leader waves us off. Gurrek takes my hand stiffly in his and drags me out of the great hall, into the night.

      When we’re finally outside, we’re alone. Gurrek releases me like I’ve burned him, or perhaps I’m carrying a disease. He even rubs his hand where we touched and grimaces, even though he’s the one who grabbed me first.

      “Come,” he barks out in a thick accent. I glance back once more at the hall where all of my other choices stood. Was it a stupid panic decision, and I truly did pick the worst orc out of all of them?

      Too late now. I’ve made my bed and now I have to sleep in it.

      The sky is full dark as we make our way through the village, little lights twinkling inside the windows of the squat, clay houses we pass. Their architecture is different up here, and probably more sensible for the weather.

      I expected something much more barbaric, but all the homes are neatly organized, connected by a network of neat, well-maintained pathways. Near the edge of the village, Gurrek takes one heading off to the right, leading us toward a rather small house. Nearby is a wooden building, bigger than the house, with smoke pouring out of the smokestack on top. Gurrek opens the front door of the squat home and gestures for me to enter.

      “Go,” he snaps. At least he knows a few words in my tongue.

      Obediently I step inside the house, and I’m greeted by the warm, steady glow of lights along the walls. I gaze at them with my mouth open, shocked to see flames contained within glass containers, rather than burning wax candles. But Gurrek doesn’t seem to notice my gawking as he pushes past me, through the little kitchen area and into the living space.

      I thought that perhaps orcs lived in dens, or maybe fortresses made of skulls. But this house is quaint, homey, and surprisingly well-decorated. Tapestries hang from the walls, and a few tiny shelves display metal trinkets and pretty clay pots.

      This place is going to be my home now. My stomach churns just thinking these words. I’m not going to see my own house, or my family, again.

      To keep the panic at bay, I take in what I can about the little house—the fire pit, the iron stove, and the washbasin all tucked into a neat corner. There’s a round table with a single chair, and in the living space is a hearth with cushions and rugs in front of it.

      It’s all very... cozy, despite the strangeness of the glass lights. The clay walls retain the warmth, and a crackling fire in the stone hearth keeps the whole place at a perfect temperature.

      I stand there with my arms wrapped around myself while Gurrek ducks into one of the two adjoining rooms. He bustles about inside, but since he didn’t invite me in, I stand awkwardly in front of the fire, listening to him move about. He drags furniture around, and after a time, returns to the doorway.

      “Go,” Gurrek repeats. He beckons me into the room, so I peek my head inside, hoping it’s not his room. But no, I find Gurrek has moved a chair and a desk up against a wall, leaving a space for a nest of furs on the floor.

      He points at the furs, then brings both hands to the side of his face and closes his eyes like he’s sleeping.

      I see. That’s where I’m intended to go to bed.

      Gurrek doesn’t wait a moment longer before he strides back to the kitchen area, cleaning up what remains of his meal, and then turning little knobs on the glass lights to bring the flames down. When the house is dark, he opens the door beside mine, storms through it, and slams it closed behind him.

      Oh. Well, that must be his bedroom, then.

      I return to my own room. I’m as pleased as I could be with this outcome, out of all the possible outcomes. At least I have a bed of my own, even if it’s on the floor. I won’t be forced to sleep in his.

      I pull off my shoes at last, revealing my bloody feet. I accrued many blisters over the last day and a half of hard walking, and after swelling up, they all burst. Now my shoes are torn up and soaked through, and I only have one other pair in my bags.

      I’ll have to find those tomorrow.

      For now, I bundle myself up in the furs in this strange and foreign place. I thought I might stay up all night feeling sorry for myself and dreading the days ahead, but I’m so exhausted that almost instantly, sleep claims me.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, everything hurts. My legs ache and my feet burn. I hope I’m not getting an infection.

      Outside my room, I hear clinking and bustling, which must mean that Gurrek is awake. Eventually I drag myself to my feet and hobble to the door, pushing it open.

      I’m hit in the face by the sweet smell of food. I didn’t realize how hungry I was after going to bed without dinner, but now I’m absolutely ravenous.

      I stumble through the living room into the kitchen, where Gurrek stands over the stove. There’s a pan cooking in the fire pit as well, and I creep towards it to get a look. There’s some kind of meat inside that reminds me of bacon, but thicker and juicier.

      “Shaga,” someone says behind me, and I jump. It hurts my feet just to put that sort of pressure on them, though, and my legs give out, sending me tumbling to the ground.

      “Fuck!” I gasp as my spine hits the floor.

      Whimpering, I sit up and find Gurrek standing over me with a huge frown on his face. He says something else to me in Orcish, something I can’t understand, but it sounds angry. I crawl away from him, trying to put some distance between us.

      Maybe it was a mistake to pick the grumpiest orc. What if he hits me? A guy his size could do some real damage.

      With a sigh, Gurrek beckons for me to come back. He looks less tense now, but even more annoyed. No, he doesn’t seem like the type to strike me—though I don’t know him at all, I just get the feeling he’s mostly bark.

      I try to get to my feet, but the soles burn so much that I can’t. Gurrek’s gaze travels down my body, searching for the source of my discomfort. When it lands on my raw, bloody feet, his eyes widen and that frown gets even deeper. He hisses something that sounds like a curse and jolts up to his feet.

      First, he pulls the meat pan off the fire with a cloth wrapped around his hand and sets it on the stove. Then he turns a knob, and the flame on the stovetop dies under his pot. I wonder how he does that? I’ve never seen fire contained this way.

      The orcs don’t live in tents or caves. No, they live in cozy little homes and have fire they can control with a knob.

      I wonder if anyone back home knows about this.

      Gurrek retreats into his bedroom, then emerges a few minutes later with a small bag. He kneels in front of me, surveying my wounds.

      “They’ll heal,” I say, attempting once more to climb back up to my feet. But Gurrek stops me with a rough hand on my knee and snaps something severe in Orcish, so I stay put. This guy may not be the type to abuse me, but I don’t want to piss him off even more, either.

      People do say that orcs are cruel. I haven’t seen it yet, but I’ve only been here since last night.

      Opening the bag, Gurrek rifles around for something. First, he pulls out a bottle, then a rag, and wets the rag with whatever is inside the bottle. When he brings it to one of my open wounds and applies it...

      Oh, hell, that hurts. I wince and try to yank my foot away, but the orc holds me fast, growling something in his language. He applies the wet rag to all the wounds on both my feet as I sit there and bear the pain. Then he removes a roll of bandages from the bag and starts winding it around each foot.

      When he’s finished, he sits back and looks over his handiwork.

      “Stay,” he says, another word I can understand. At least we have something to work from, but I’ll probably have to learn his language quickly if
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