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  A Hill on Which to Die


   


  Is this the hill on which you want to die? 


  The sky was a perfect cloudless blue, the high mountain air thick with the scent of pines. Garak-Nur took a deep breath, refreshing his body and clearing his mind. Around him, the other members of the orcish war party waited eagerly for the duel that would decide their leader. His challenger Alak-Dar stood ready to receive him.


  “Are you going to fight me, you old goblin? Or have you grown too senile to draw a blade?”


  Garak-Nur grinned as he drew his trusted sword, Blacknife. There was a time long ago when he had taunted his war chief, just as this upstart now taunted him. It was good for the young to challenge their elders—it ensured that the strongest and bravest would always lead them. For most of Garak’s life, that had been him, but now his leathery skin was sagging, and his once-proud tusks were dull with age and wear. His left knee ached from a wound that had never fully healed, and the scars that criss-crossed his chest were too old to inspire fear. 


  I’m an old, grizzled veteran who’s lived more than thirty-five years, he thought to himself. Alak-Dar is young and mighty, much as I was at his age. The clan would fare well under his leadership. Yes, this is a good place to die. 


  “What was that, you toddling little runt?” Garak shouted back. “Did your mother give you a knife with which to play? I’ve eaten man-children larger than you—come at me, and we’ll see if your flesh is as soft as theirs!” 


  Alak-Dar’s nostrils flared, and he bared his tusks in a show of rage. “You should never have left the burrows, you rock-headed fool!” With a sudden high-pitched battle cry, he lifted his sword and charged.


  His opening blow was a powerful one, but Garak deflected it with skill belying his age. Alak’s sword swept back to parry a murderous riposte that Garak sent slicing at his throat. He made a feint, but Garak did not fall for it. Instead, Garak sidestepped and renewed the attack, giving his opponent no quarter. 


  The blades sang loudly in the high mountain air, ringing in the ears of the entranced orcish warriors. The fight was evenly matched—neither of the duelists had the upper hand.


  “You fight like a half-blind she-orc,” Alak taunted. “Is your strength flagging like your fat belly?”


  Garak was too wise to let his temper get the best of him. However, Alak was right—his strength was slowly ebbing. If the fight drew on much longer, he was apt to lose by attrition.


  Realizing this, he leaped back and tossed Blacknife from his right hand to his left. Alak, sensing a trap, hesitated just a hair’s breadth before lunging forward. In that moment, Garak read his opponent like a map. He sidestepped easily and rammed Blacknife into Alak’s groin, slicing up through his stomach and spilling his hot, black entrails onto the ground. Alak-Dar fell to his knees, disbelief written in his wide, yellow eyes. With a furious scream, Garak pulled Blacknife free and swung it in a mighty arc, sending his opponent’s head rolling down the hill like a stone.


  “Does another wish to challenge me?” he shouted. His voice echoed from the heights of the snow-capped peaks, but the rest of the war party was silent.


  Garak called his war-dog and mounted the beast in one swift motion. With Blacknife held high over his head, the ebony blood of his vanquished opponent dripping down his wrist and arm, he turned to his orcish warriors. 


  “Then let us stain our swords red with the blood of the man-children!”


  At this, the warriors drew their weapons and let loose with a mighty war cry. The mountain air rang with the shrillness of their fury and the ardor of their unquenchable blood lust. Garak-Nur drank it in like a fiery balm, reveling in the privilege that was his to lead them.


  Not this hill, he told himself. Not today. He threw back his head and screamed at the cloudless blue sky. 


   


  * * * * *


   


  The moans of pleasure resounded through the dark, twisting halls of the clan burrows. In the great hall, the victorious warriors fell with lusty passion on the she-orcs who waited to receive them. They had fought well and looted much, and through the rowdy orgy that now met Garak’s ears, their strength would be passed to a new generation of orclings.


  Garak sat by the entrance to the armory and thought on the raid that he had led. The man-children had been caught by surprise, and the resulting slaughter had been glorious. The few armed woodsmen had been forced back into the tavern, which a volley of incendiary arrows had set on fire, burning them all alive. Garak’s warriors had slit the throats of their women and children and gorged on their frothing blood. A few had been taken captive to sell to the slavers; they now huddled whimpering in a cavern off of the main hall.  


  Only a dozen or so of Garak’s warriors had been slain, all of them barely more than orclings. This had been their first raid, and they’d thrown themselves stupidly on the enemy’s flank without noticing the woodsmen hidden in the trees. But Ilika-Zan, Garak’s second-in-command, had led the counterattack that had resulted in the burning of the tavern. While Garak’s warriors had looted and burned the settlement, Ilika had gathered the man-children’s flocks and led them into the mountains. Because of him, the clan would feast on mutton for many months to come.


  “Good raid,” said Ilika, rounding the bend with his sword slung over his shoulder. A hardy veteran like Garak, his muscles were sinewy but firm, his tusks yellow but sharp. His gray skin was still speckled like an orcling, though his hair was long and his chest hoary. His breastplate hung loose from the straps around his neck—even in the burrows, Ilika preferred to wear his armor. 


  Garak grunted and nodded. “Indeed it was. We’ll have to take another war party out soon, though. Too many damn fool runtlings who don’t know the point of a sword from the pommel.”


  “We’ll weed them out,” Ilika agreed. “Harden the others, turn them into a firm fighting force. When Braknar’s horde comes over the mountain again, we’ll be ready for them.”


  Braknar was the leader of Lone Peak, a rival clan from the northern end of the mountain range. They were mortal enemies of Garak’s clan, the Great Crag, and had been at war with them for countless generations. Five lesser orc-clans vied for territory in the foothills, but the mountains belonged to Garak and Braknar.


  A high-pitched squeal down the hallway gave way to a panting moan. Garak chuckled.


  “Why aren’t you in there with the rest of them?” he asked Ilika. “I expect a warrior of your stature to sire no less than a dozen orclings tonight.”


  “Oh, I’ll join the fray soon enough.”


  “Getting old, eh? You should take a harem—you’d have your pick of the clan. Hell knows you’ve earned it.”


  “Soon enough,” Ilika muttered. “Speaking of harems, why aren’t you with yours?”


  Garak groaned and rose wearily to his feet. “I suppose I should see to them. Even an old-timer like me has a duty to his clan.”


  “If I ever consider it a duty and not a pleasure, may the Dark Lord himself rise from the grave and sever my leathery head.”


  The two orcs laughed uproariously. Garak was glad that he could jest with Ilika. Many in the clan wondered why Ilika hadn’t challenged Garak for command—Garak himself sometimes wondered. But Ilika was content to be Garak’s right hand, and a stronger, more loyal warrior he’d never seen.


  Garak mused on this as he crept down the dark and winding hallways toward his harem. The shrill and ecstatic peals of the younger generation grew fainter the deeper he went, until they were little more than a rumbling above his head.


  “There you are,” came a sultry orcish voice as clawed hands pressed him up against the wall. “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  “Nili,” he muttered, his voice turning to a lusty growl as her tusks nuzzled his chest. Nili was the first concubine that he had ever taken. Others had come and gone, but like a gnarly wind-tossed bristlecone atop an arid, craggy peak, she had stayed with him throughout it all. No other orcish concubine had shown as much loyalty to her harem-chief as she had shown to him. 


  At twenty-eight, Nili was nearing the end of her childbearing years, and her hair was streaked with silver just as Garak’s. Even so, they clawed each other’s backs and nipped each other as playfully as orcling youth. The din of the orgy in the great hall made Garak painfully aware of his age, but in Nili’s arms, that hardly mattered.


  He lay with her afterwards for some time as his vitality slowly returned. They said nothing, but the way she caressed his chest told him that she was content. If she hungered for another coupling, she was careful to hide it. They both knew that he would have to conserve his strength if it was to last the night.


  Bira was the next concubine in Garak’s harem. She said not a word as Garak entered her chamber, but received him as dutifully as a war-wolf receiving a rider. Garak had acquired her in a raid on one of the lesser orc clans in the foothills, and while she never offered any resistance to his advances, coupling with her was like coupling with a dead fish. There was no pleasure as he strained to perform his duty, all the while taunted by the youthful cries from the orgy above. 


  Exhausted and slightly repulsed, he left her chamber almost as soon as his duty was done. But that proved to be a mistake, for his youngest concubine was waiting just outside.


  “There you are,” said Enid, her lips etched with a scowl of envy. “Took you long enough.” 


  Few she-orcs were as lithe and supple as Enid. Her skin was as smooth as suede, her hair as soft as corn-silk. Her tusks were as pale as milk, and her claws as sharp as knives. Many a warrior had gazed upon her lustily, wondering why such a nubile young she-orc would bind herself to a single partner when she could have her fill of all the warriors in the clan. Yet Enid carried a secret, the shame of which condemned her to seek refuge in an old orc’s harem. While all the other she-orcs replenished the clan with strong and healthy orclings, Enid was as barren as sulfurous slag. 


  Nevertheless, her body burned with the same hunger as the orcs in the great hall above. And so, as Garak took her in his arms, she seized on him with a passion that was as strong and as furious as raw blood lust. He strained as hard as he could to satisfy her, but her youthful hunger demanded more than he could give. Passion gave way to desperation, desperation to frustration, and frustration to rage and fury. It was a pattern they repeated often—a pattern he knew all too well. 


  “You always come to me worn out and exhausted,” Enid murmured, her claws speckled black with his blood. “Why do you never save any of your strength for me?” 


  “I’m … trying,” Garak moaned, but his excuses were pathetic, and he hated himself for making them. 


  “Why do you come to me last, after you’ve given your best to all the others? Why can’t you come to me first for a change?”


  Because it would be an insult to Nili and Bira, he thought silently. Every harem had a rank and a pecking order, and to overlook that order for the convenience of one concubine would only sow discord. Besides, if he went to Enid first, he wouldn’t have any strength left for the others. 


  Enid rose up off of him, a look of disgust on her face. “I don’t know why I put up with you,” she said. “What do you think I am, some kind of trophy? Is that why you keep me, you old goblin?”


  “Would you rather I released you?” Garak-Nur growled. 


  “Ilika-Zan isn’t nearly as impotent as you,” she went on, ignoring him. “I heard he can pleasure more than a dozen she-orcs in one night. If I were his concubine, I wouldn’t be so barren.” 


  Garak bared his teeth and snarled. If Blacknife had been by his side, he would have gutted her. Instead, he swallowed his rage and rose to his feet.


  “That’s enough,” he said, putting on his loincloth. “We’re finished here.”


  “You were finished before you even came to me.”


  Garak swiped at her with his claws, but she easily sidestepped the blow. Growling angrily to himself, he stormed out of the chamber before she could hurl another insult. She was right, of course—his vitality had ebbed much in his old age
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