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    To the ones who feel ignored. If you can't disappear to a magical kingdom with three orcs willing to wait on you hand and foot, maybe you can get lost in these pages.
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I kick my sandals off at the door. That was the biggest waste of a night ever. I pull the very pretty dress over my head. It was a cute floral dress and on sale on Amazon. With pockets, large pockets that could fit my phone and ID. I even wore sexy underwear! Lacy little black thing that’s more see-through than actual fabric that spent half the night trying to wedge itself further into my ass crack. 

So maybe it wasn’t officially a date, neither of us said it was. But isn’t that what normal people consider when you go out to a bar with someone who matches your sexual preferences? I thought the vibes were great; we laughed at each other’s jokes, and he paid for my drinks that I was planning on paying for myself. I thought we were flirting. He even apologized for being awkward a few times. I don’t understand. We followed the social norms, and we should be doing a lot of fun things at the moment.

I hate social norms. Everything I want to say is off-putting, or I’m told I’m being weird. I’ll just scare men off. Well, I’ve been following what I’m “supposed” to do, and here I am— alone with a house filled with a random assortment of stuffed animals. I didn’t even manage to become an old cat lady, I just had to be allergic. I shimmy off the offending underwear and a push-up bra that makes my tits look amazing. I’m so tired of feeling lonely, even if it means possibly using a guy for a night. Not that I would just completely cut him off if I did get him into bed, I did enjoy his company. The goodnight without even a handshake did a great job of crushing my ego.

I stare at myself in the mirror as I remove the stupid makeup I spent forever trying to put on. Maybe it’s just me. My stomach is a bit too pudgy, even if I don’t mind the weight I’ve gained over the past few years. I thought my legs looked great in that dress, but maybe the dress was doing too much? Who wears a dress to a bar? Maybe my mother was right and I should go to the gym and do something about my jiggling thighs. 

I wipe the tears that begin to fall, now isn’t the time to try to unpack the insecurities I got from my mother. I pull my locs up to the top of my head, getting my waist-length hair out of the way so I can take a shower. Maybe it’s just because I’m black? As much as I hate admitting it, it’s a valid thing to think of. That still causes issues for some people, even in the Detroit area.

Whatever the reason, I just let someone who probably isn’t even thinking about me ruin my whole night and demolish what small amount of self-esteem I had. For him, this was a normal Wednesday, but I’m going to replay every moment of this night and think about what I did wrong. Why do I seem undesirable to everyone I meet? All of my friends are married or at least in a committed relationship, and I have men who go out of their way to sit further away from me as if I repulse them in some way. Just once, I wish someone actually wanted me. I have friends who enjoyed our relationship and need my friendship in some way, but it’s not the same. I want someone to actually want me, to look at me as if I am something they value because of who I am. 

The scalding water is the only thing that makes tonight tolerable. The falling water masks the tears I can no longer see in the mirror, and I can afford a small moment of self-pity. The saving grace here is I didn’t tell anyone else about my so-called “date.” I couldn’t stand it if someone asked me how it went. How he moved his chair out of the way to sit an extremely respectable distance away from me. His ancestors would be proud of his chivalrous behavior.

I turn off the water, planning on a night with my coziest pajamas and some tea while sitting with my stuffed animals. Maybe we should just begin to plan our lives in the woods alone. I would be a great recluse, a crazy woman living in the woods alone, talking to the crows and other woodland animals. I did always relate to random wild animals much more than I ever could with other people.

There’s a knock on the door as I turn off my kettle, getting my cast-iron teapot ready for the night. I need the black one, the small hobnail with the matching cups just feels good when I run my hands on it— it’s a calming feeling that I need right now. It’s a distraction from pretending I haven’t checked my phone every three minutes to see if he’s messaged me and has been sitting in a similar state of confusion. No such luck.

I walk to the front door, expecting it to be my neighbor. Nice guy and all, but his offers to come visiting while his wife is at work isn’t the sort of attention I’m looking for. Generally not looking for someone twice my age. Being desirable to old men isn’t exactly the confidence boost I’m looking for.

“Eric.” I can barely breathe when I open the door and see him standing here, still wearing the clothes from our “not a date” date. His eyes are wide as he fully takes me in, and I’m a little more self-conscious about my clothing. The shirt is a crop top, and the shorts are a bit short. So my five-minute low point of criticizing my thighs is right in the forefront of my mind, stretch marks and cellulite all in view.

“I’m sorry for coming by unannounced.” The look on his face said he was not sorry in the slightest. “I couldn’t stay away from you any longer. I tried so hard not to touch you in the bar, but I can’t anymore.” He takes a step towards me, and I instantly step back. I question myself. Isn’t this exactly what I wanted him to do? When he takes another step, I don’t step back but instead look up at his face. There’s a small smile as his lips lowered to mine. I close my eyes, thinking finally! He’s going to kiss me, even if I did take off the sexy underwear. All further thoughts are gone as I feel the air leave my chest, a pulling sensation in the direction of his lips.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Eric


[image: ]


The crowded bar wouldn’t have been my first choice, but it seemed like a fun idea. They had a brewery on site and I chose a table near the glass separating the floor and the giant vats that held the beer. Normally I would love to get a tour and learn about the intricacies of beer making, but in this moment I had trouble containing myself.

She smelled amazing. It was the first thing I noticed when she walked up to me at the bar. I  chose these seats for a reason, the stools allowed me to keep my distance. It wouldn’t do me any good to touch her now.

“So what do you do for work?” She tried to keep the conversation going, even though I know I’m not giving her the best impression.

“I’m in school, just a full student.” This was always the easiest answer for me to give. My appearance doesn’t exactly scream “professional”. When I tried telling someone I worked some stereotypical career, their eyes lingered on my growing collection of tattoos and piercings.

“Interesting, what are you studying?” She leaned closer to me, resting her arm on the table. In this angle I can see straight down her dress. It’s a struggle to keep my eyes on her face.

“History. More of just a special interest of mine, and I have the time to pursue it.” She nodded, accepting his bland answer. Anything interesting would lead to additional questions and more ways she could catch me in a lie. I’d rather push that off until I could get her to my home.

“Interesting. I took a few history classes for electives, but I studied psychology. I guess you could say that was a special interest of mine since I didn’t continue in the field.” Her laugh drew me in, displaying a straight row of white teeth with a small gap between her front teeth.

“What do you do for work?” I already knew the answer. I knew everything about her. This was how I knew she was the one.

“I work for a marketing agency, primarily for a major streaming company. It sounds a lot fancier than it is, I’m mostly making large spreadsheets and pressing buttons.” She laughed again. She was so easy to talk to, I knew the guys would love her too. She was perfect for all of us.

“No, that really sounds cool. What streaming service do you work with?” She smiled while stirring her drink. It’s some fruity slushie drink they have advertised all over the bar. I grabbed a beer that had a quirky name, it didn’t matter which one it was. The bartender said it was popular and that was good enough for me.

“Can’t talk about it, they’re very secretive about that. They wouldn’t want any of us to claim working for them directly I guess.” She shrugged. The smell of the pineapples is mixing with the floral scent on her skin, making it harder for me to concentrate on the conversation.

“So you’re just sitting on industry secrets.” She smiled at my nervous chuckling. Despite the fact she’s had to repeat questions to me when I’m distracted or make random odd questions, she continues to encourage me to keep going.

“Something like that.” She moved slightly in her seat, dancing along with the music with her eyes closed. I took that moment to let my eyes rake over her body again. She had some tattoos that I could see. One on her chest that was mostly hidden by her dress and a tattoo on her wrist that said Love. When she stood to go to the restroom, I saw a rose that snaked around her ankle. I wanted to strip her of her clothes so I could see what other tattoos she hid. 

“Sorry for being awkward. Unfortunately this is my default setting.” I am the least charismatic of my friend group. If I had them here they would have easily charmed her into coming with us. They are quite content with each other. 

“You’re fine, I’m having a good time.” She was too good to be true. Her smile was still encouraging, as if telling me to continue with my awkward rambling.

“Do you think it’s too busy to get a tour of the brewery? I’d love to see what they do back there.” She smiled, standing from her stool. I knew she wanted me to touch her, hold her hand or place my hand on her back. I watched as her face fell when I instead waited for her to walk past me. This was going to be a long night.

“I think it’s time to go.” I was on the edge. I knew I would touch her if we stayed in this bar any longer. She hopped off her stool quickly, clearly excited to continue the night. My heart starts to pound in my chest. I can’t do this. 

“Have a good night.” I felt like a coward running out of the bar. I tried to ignore the look on her face as I ran. I had every intention of returning home empty handed. My best friends wouldn’t know I gave up. Instead my feet brought me to her.

I stood outside of her door for twenty minutes until I got the courage to knock on her door. I was speechless for a moment as I took her in. She was showing more skin now than she did in that short dress in the bar. 

“I’m sorry for coming by unannounced.”
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At first, it doesn’t feel like I’m in a real place. Everything is dark and my eyes are trying to adjust to my new location. My living room is gone, my avocado green wall has been replaced with walls made of stone. There’s a crackling fireplace somewhere behind me, and I have a nervous looking Eric looking back at me.

“What did you do? Where am I?” I look at him demanding answers. Was I knocked out and don’t realize the amount of time that has passed? This place is different from the warm summer night I was in just seconds ago. The air now had the crisp feeling of fall to it.

“This is Alinwood. I had to bring you with me, as it is the beginning of the Trials.” Alinwood? I’ve never heard of it, at least not anywhere in Michigan. His words don’t make sense to me, but I don’t have time to question them as he begins to transform. His pale skin changes, darkening before my eyes to a grayish green. Tusks grew from his mouth, nudging the lip ring on the right side of his bottom lip. I remember thinking about that lip ring all night, and how it would feel to kiss him. Now I’m stuck in a D&D fever dream. Before my eyes, he transformed into an orc.

“Please don’t scream. I can explain everything.” He stopped me as my mouth opened to do exactly that. The only thing stopping me at this point is those brown eyes, the same I stared into at the bar, pleading with me to listen. Overall, there are many things began I recognize, the piercings on his face and the tattoos that peeked from the sleeves of his shirt. A shirt that now stretches across his chest as his body is larger overall. He gestured to a couch behind me as he sat down on the opposite one.

The Orcish Trials were a tradition built upon distrust and bloodshed. The Great War was a battle between two brothers, each fighting for their right to the throne. The rightful heir, Jacquard, believed he should inherit the throne because it was his birthright. Roland did not agree, and believed the kingdom deserved a strong King. He accused Jacquard of being lazy and indulging in too many luxuries. 

Their battle styles were different, where Jacquard sent anyone to battle who was willing to fight for him. Roland was picky, choosing the strongest of orcs to fight on his side and slaughtered the rest. If you chose his side, it was fight or die. Despite this, many still chose to fight for his side, knowing the possible consequences.

He is silent for a moment, as if reminiscing on the war. He couldn’t have; his storytelling makes it seem as if the war happened before he was born.

“Who won the war?” Eric’s smile was strained and forced. 

“King Roland
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