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The orcs surrounded them on all sides as they sat the horse together. Fara glanced around and quietly counted twenty-odd orcs, big and green women all. Hmm. Nothing she couldn’t handle. Without warning, she slid from the saddle, pulling Salia down with her – and narrowly missing a hail of arrows from the startled orcs. Fara’s shield was strapped to her forearm, and she brought it up, deflecting yet more arrows that would have hit Salia in the face and chest. Salia stiffened as the shield rose just in time to protect her, but to Fara’s amazement, the princess did not scream in terror but was hard-faced as a soldier. She even looked a little angry! Fara had to remind herself that Salia was the warrior princess of Vallor: battle was in her blood. The only time Salia screamed was in bed, Fara thought with a private smile.

Fara heard her horse whinny and buck behind her. Salia grabbed the reins to calm it, and as she was struggling with the horse, the orcs began to close in. The archers had lowered their bows, allowing the rest to come forward with their spears aimed, black eyes gleaming hatred behind wisps of wild black hair. They were barbarians, all of them, with muddy warpaint swirled on their cheeks and bones through their noses and beads in their hair. They snorted around their tusks and flared their nostrils the closer they drew. Fara paused. Were they . . . sniffing her? 

They were. The orcs kept sniffling and snuffling, then halted in surprise again, exchanging baffled glances. Many lowered their spears and just stood there, staring in wonder at Fara. Fara thought their eyes were even reverent and stared back at them, perplexed by their awe. Some of the orcs kept sniffing in disbelief, pig noses wrinkling, while others began to whisper, heads together. 

Before Fara could ask what in the name of the gods was happening, the biggest orc – who Fara could only assume was the leader, for it was always the biggest orc – sniffed the air as well, then halted in surprise and raised her hand, calling to the others in her language. The other orcs looked at each other, mouths open in surprise. Then, one by one, the orcs shouldered their spears, bowed to Fara (What in Vallor? Fara thought), and turned away, disappearing into the trees.

“What in Vallor?” muttered Salia, echoing Fara’s baffled thought.

The biggest orc approached them and stopped some feet away. She carried a longbow and wore a quiver of arrows with white feathers, but her stance was calm, relaxed, while her eyes were as awed as her followers. She was two heads taller than Fara and gazed down at the knight with cold approval from a wreath of wild black hair that was half-plaited and tangled with beads. Fara stared up at the big orc, waiting and wondering, her shield still half-raised for a fight.

“I am Yellow Bone,” said the big orc, who did indeed have a scroll of yellow bone covering her chest like a breastplate. “And you are one of the knights who did slay Red Feather. Your smell was at her camp, and some of my people did witness the fight from the trees.”

Having calmed the horse, Salia led it forward and stood beside Fara. “Red Feather?” she repeated in disbelief. “Was that truly her name?” Her nose wrinkled. Fara thought the princess looked so cute when she was confused.

“Yes,” said the big orc, who looked confused by Salia’s confusion. Her beady black eyes turned again to Fara, and she said bitterly, “Red Feather was a menace to our clan! She kept all the human women for herself, horded all the food, and ate the fattest of our children!” 

Salia gasped, but Fara’s calm expression did not change. She was well-aware that orcs ate their young. It was a common enough practice if they birthed too many in a season. 

“We have spent many moons trying to kill her to no avail,” went on the big orc, sounding tired now. “Yet you and your sister entered Toadfen and slew her with enough ease to bring shame to our clan’s mightiest warriors! In thanks, we shall allow you to roam the forest unharmed, but you may not enter any of our settlements.” She paused and added with narrowed eyes, “Nor may you lay with any of our women. Humans are not welcome. Hold to those rules, and all past trespasses may be forgiven.”

“Understood,” said Fara, nodding seriously, “and our thanks, friend.” 

Fara remained the cold warrior, but inside, she was laughing. It wasn’t too long ago that Kamryn had been caught bedding some orc princess in the flower fields. The clan chief had attempted to slay Kamryn on the spot, Fara had stepped in to save her sister, and then, the two of them had been run out of Toadfen by the cliched mob with torches (but no pitchforks. After all, these were orcs, not farmers). Fara could only assume that Yellow Bone belonged to the clan who had chased them. 

Yellow Bone’s black eyes scanned Fara’s face, searching for deceit. Finding none, she nodded and looked past Fara into the distance. “There is a group of humans to the north of here,” she said, nodding at the distant trees. “What you call the Wolf clan. You might seek shelter with them.” 

Fara looked to the north and could indeed see a little mountain with a cluster of caves in its face. She knew the place and had hidden there with Kamryn once before, while fleeing the queen’s knights. The caves were occupied in the spring and summer by the White Wolf clan, a group of roaming human barbarians who drifted from place to place in the wild country. Smoke was rising from the mountain, which meant the clan was indeed there.

“We will go there now,” said Fara to the big orc, “and again, our thanks.” 

Yellow Bone nodded seriously, then turned and stomped into the trees, her mighty spear on her bulging shoulder.

“Are you mad?” demanded Salia the second the orc had gone. “We can’t go among wild people!” 

Fara’s eyes narrowed, still gazing thoughtfully at the distant mountain. “Why not?” she asked absently.

Salia goggled. “Why not?” she repeated incredulously. “Because wild people are no better than orcs, that’s why! They eat their children and kidnap women a-and—!” 

Fara laughed softly. “Where did you hear that?”

Salia hesitated, blushing as she said, “My old nurse used to tell tales . . .”

Fara laughed again, the same soft chuckle. “Well, this is no tale, sweet princess. This is life. There is no need to fear. Kamryn and I have lived among the White Wolf clan before. They are no orcs who eat their young, they are human. Kamryn and I have . . . friends among them.” For lack of a better word, she thought, pushing away the arousing memory of young Caoimhe lifting her fur skirt and squatting, thighs spread.

Salia’s brows went up in amazement to hear Fara’s words, and Fara knew it was shocking to her that any civilized person could be friends with barbarians. There were many stories throughout the realms of wild women kidnapping and eating people, raiding farms and small villages, stealing livestock, even pirating across the sea, but Fara knew that the stories were only half-true. Just like any other
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