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Garrak longed to step into the light, bask in it, let it bathe his neglected skin and wash away the darkness that had stuck to his bones for so long. An orc’s place was in the air, taking in what his gods had provided from the sky and earth. By Soil and Stone if only he could cast his cloak aside.  But no. He was in a cramped Inn’s common room, breathing stale air, a heavy roof over his head, and surrounded by prying human eyes. His belly was hollow and his toes ached, pinched tight in a pair of too small boots he’d stolen from a palace guard. Well, it’s not like he needed them anymore, not with a broken neck. 

Every lantern was lit, the hearth roaring with crackling logs, their golden hue pouring into every corner, across tables, rugs, and especially the small statue on the hearth; a smug looking male with arms outstretched, a pile of coins in one hand, and a clutch of arrows in the other. It shimmered in the bright light. Solid gold. Enough to feed this entire city.  A guest entered, placing coins in the small pile of trinkets at the statue’s base. 

“Seems like the Hastus is taking is over Baratha,” the guest muttered to his companion. He gestured to another statue, shoved far in the corner, covered by a blanket. “Oh, Ezara would not like that. The supreme goddess is generous but doesn’t suffer fickle worshipers. This damn demi-god is living up to his title of ambition.”

His friend nudged him with a sharp shush. “Not so loud.”

“What, you think Hastus would hear?” The guest chuckled. “Or even Ezara herself?”

“No, but the Shadow Guard is always listening.” He fluttered a hand towards the statue. “Leave another offering. To be safe.”

The guest sighed but obeyed, tossing another coin at Hastus’s feet. Humans and their strange customs and Gods. So complicated. So...dramatic. Garrak turned from the exchange, his complaining belly loud enough to echo through the commons. Patrons fidgeted, whispering about his size behind cupped hands.

Garrak pulled the hood of his cloak lower, cursing at his curling toe claws. Fucking boots. He longed to feel the earth and the whispers of his gods seeping through his soles. He needed their guidance and reassurance. But bare feet would give him away. Humans did not have huge, claw tipped, green feet. If it had been just the discomfort of his toes that vexed him, he’d be blessed. Something else stirred inside him. Something primal. Thirsty and unnatural. It demanded release, aching to shred through him then shred through the first being he saw with its hunger for flesh. 

“Fancy a drink, sir?” A buxom maid approached with a comely smile. She struck a match, leaning over just enough to give a good view of her cleavage as she lit the candle on the table. Another smile, this one more sensuous. “Or something more filling?”

Fire lit Garrak’s loins, his cock hard as iron at the sight of her. The unnatural beast inside him growled for satisfaction. But it was blessedly extinguished by the demand in his belly. “Food and ale,” he said, blowing out the wick with a puff of breath.

The maid straightened and repeated, “Food and ale,” not a bit perturbed by his gruff tone. She outstretched her hand, and Garrak slid a coin across the table, keeping his fingers hidden under his cloak. “Are you staying the night? Our rooms are full, but there is some space in the stables.”

Garrak kept his head down. “No.”

The maid shook her head, her blonde curls bouncing. “You sure? It’s not safe out there.” She looked over her shoulder, then whispered, “There are rumors of orcs about. Ready to snatch people from the streets.” Garrak bristled, fighting back his snarl. “It’s why we have all our lanterns on tonight. Orcs are terrified of the light, you know. They would rather wallow in their dark caves like the beasts they are. Our blessed King Amon will keep us safe though. He has his Shadow Guard out now to find the monsters.”

Garrak inhaled deeply for patience. “Food and ale.” Two more coins were slid towards her. The maid scooped up the bounty and off she went, stopping only to murmur to a gangly man, probably about the generous tip. Garrak sank into his chair. He had hoped the extra money would have kept her mouth shut, but clearly, she had to brag. The man glanced Garrak’s way, then slapped the maid’s ass before she disappeared into the kitchens.

Soon, an ale was clutched in Garrak’s fist, and a bowl of...something.... sat before him. His dinner was grey, lumpy, and lacked any taste, but he forced every bite. He’d need his strength. Mazarrud was a long journey away and only the earth knew when his next meal would come.

He fished the map he’d stole from his fallen captor out of his cloak pocket, unfurling it on the table. Not that it did him any good. Garrak could read most human languages. That is, except this one. So many strange glyphs and slashes. He turned it, as if studying it upside down would make it better. No luck. This must be a dead language, you fool. Ulrik was right. He should have studied instead of going off to fight. He should have listened more to his drarhoor. He should have been there for him when...

Garrak shook the dark memory away and went back to his map. He had taken the extra time to steal it and all the coins on that palace guard after twisting his neck, so it had to be useful. It had to show a path to Mazarrud. But distractions were too ripe here to figure it out.

Garrak could scent every damned human in the room, their breath, their perspiration, their arousal. Sweat trickled down his back, the unnatural beast inside him waking once more. There was a carnal promise in the air amongst the maids and guests, one that urged him to rise with them and take his due, no matter what.  

A sweet musk filled him with pure wanton need. Whoever carried that perfume made him as hard as iron. No, stop this. Do not let it make your frenzy rise. Yet he still sniffed the air as humans passed, hoping to find the owner of that delicious aroma. The beast ruled his blood now. Claim what is yours no matter what the cost! Garrak tightened his fists, whispering a prayer to the earth. Please don’t make me. Please let me be stronger than Amon’s fucking tincture.

The strum of a lute perked his ears. Above it, a clear voice sang. 

I’ve seen darkness and suffered my share of pain. 

Yet through all my troubles, here I remain.

And though I don’t have any coin or even a place to be, 

this world is my riches and my shelter, the sky. 

Thank Ezara I am free.

The female’s sweet, melancholy notes seeped into his very soul. The frenzy went forgotten and he closed his eyes, soaking in every word. 

No king can ever hold me. 

No chain will ever bind. 

I walk on this earth, and my life is mine. 

Thank Ezara I am free.

Garrak’s heartbeat slowed. His hands were steady. Was that song an enchantment, or had the earth answered his prayers? The song finished to a pathetic spattering of applause.

“Done with your meal, sir?” Garrak shook himself, finding the gangly man grinning at him. He was all gristle and leather clinging to long bones, grey hair dangling from his chin in a straggly beard. “Another helping? Of course, you want another helping!” Garrak crumpled his map back into his cloak when the man’s beady eyes narrowed on it. “A big man like you must have a monster appetite.” The way the man hit that word, monster. Cold and sharp. “Only a few coins extra to fill your belly. And only a few more for the best room in the house. I know Marie told you that we had no room, but this is my Inn, and I can accommodate-”

“No.” Garrak shoved his empty bowl away. “Here for a meal. Nothing more.” The Innkeeper dared peek under Garrak’s tattered hood, but Garrak slapped another coin onto the table. “For your troubles.” Dammit all, he’d be broke before escaping.

Greed twinkled in the Innkeeper’s eyes, and he licked his lips. “Very well, sir!” He snapped his fingers in the air. “Marie! Prepare another bowl of our finest for our very important guest!” Instantly, all eyes were on him. “What do you wish for the rest of your stay? More ale? Entertainment?” 

Garrak snorted. The only entertainment he wished for was to hear that song again, but the singer had moved on to another.

The Innkeeper lit up with a lecherous grin. “Oooh, you do want entertainment, don’t you? Ah yes, someone to entertain you. Marie has already taken a shine to you.”

“No,” Garrak snarled. 

The innkeeper shook his head. “Marie is not your type, I see. Hmmm...” He scratched his beard, then flagged someone across the room. “You!” The music stopped at the Innkeeper’s demand. Garrak wanted to smash his face in for taking away the only thing that soothed him. “Get your arse over here!”

A peppy, feminine voice replied, “Do you mind? I’m in the middle of a song.”

“When I say come, you come!” The innkeeper shouted.

There was a lengthy pause before the female replied, “I don’t think that erotic feat will ever be possible between us, Herman.”

The indignant shock on the Innkeeper’s face almost made Garrak burst out laughing. He stomped away, the sound of a scuffle following. Soon, he marched back, clutching a woman by the scruff of her neck. She was small, and plump with freckles on her full cheeks, clad in a mass of worn yet colorful skirts and a bright red bodice that fluffed her very ample bosom. The Innkeeper threw her into the chair opposite Garrak, her lute giving a discordant twang as she landed. “There you are sir. A bard all for you.”

She hugged her instrument to her chest, straightening her wide-brimmed hat, it’s ridiculous number of feathers shimmering in the candlelight. “My goodness, if you want rough stuff, Herman, buy me dinner first.”

The Innkeeper, or Herman as it was, slapped his hands onto her shoulders, fingers digging in like hooks. “You belong to me. Don’t forget your place.”

“Hard to forget when you remind me every moment of every day,” she grumbled. Garrak couldn’t help but admire her tiny smirk of defiance.

Herman snatched her by the chin, forcing her to look him in the eye, then turning her towards Garrak. “Entertain our special guest. You are to do anything he desires.”

The bard swallowed, her fear turning Garrak’s stomach. “Anything?”

“Anything,” Herman answered.

She was quiet for a moment, then she pulled free of Herman’s grasp, slinging her lute strap across her shoulder. “Well then, big man, let me get a look at you first before we negotiate what “anything” will entail.” She reached for Garrak’s hood, but his low growl curled her hand against her chest. “Or not.”

“And what did I tell you about singing about Ezara. We worship Hastus under this roof. By order of King Amon.” The bard scoffed until Herman tugged at the scarf that bound her hair. “You wouldn’t want me to punish you for bad behavior, would you?”

The bard slapped Herman’s hand away, checking the knot at the back of her neck. “Very well, Herman.” She sighed. Herman reached for her hat, and she quickly added. “Sir! Very well, Sir! Is that better?” The innkeeper cuffed her on the back of the head in reply. She clutched her hat before it flew off, her fury palpable. But just like Garrak, she was helpless to act on it. Don’t feel sympathy for this creature.

Herman began to leave, but Garrak shot to his aching feet. “Wait! You’re just going to leave her here?”

“I have a name.” She raised a finger, puffing her chest. “It’s Ridley the-”

“I don’t care!” Garrak barked. The room fell quiet, heavy stares upon him. He inhaled slowly, lowering his voice to an acceptable level. “What am I supposed to do with her?”

Ridley clasped her hands under her chin, giving him a charming bat of her large blue eyes. “Praise me? Adore me? Bask in the glow of my musical prowess? Perhaps rescue me from the wicked Innkeeper who won’t let me keep my tips?”

Herman glared and she sank into her chair with a pout. “Do whatever you wish,” he said. “If she can’t talk afterwards, all the better.”

Garrak rubbed his aching temples as Herman strutted away. Don’t cause a scene. Do not cause a scene you’ll only land yourself back in the dungeons. And the only reason he’d return to Amon’s palace was to drive a fist through the bastard king’s chest. 

The little songbird gave him a smile that ignited the freckles that spattered her cheeks. Those enticing specks crept down her neck, sprinkling her bare shoulders and cresting her breasts. Everything about her was ripe and round. Her pink mouth was so full, her backside curved and soft under those skirts, no doubt. 

Garrak’s blood heated as the honeyed scent of pure arousal returned. His cock hardened, the beasts’ demanding whispers rising again. Not now! Inhale. Exhale. This is not your frenzy. It’s only horrible magic.  But he wet his lips all the same, that intoxicating scent enveloping him with promises of a chosen one. Of his one true mate.  His sahe'a. He held his breath, staring at the female across from him. That scent. It was coming from her. 

“So, what shall we do tonight?” she asked.
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Ridley refused to look away, feigning casual confidence in the presence of the mountainous male. Oh yes, calm and collected on the outside, while she screamed “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!” on the inside.

Of all people in this forsaken place, Herman just had to hand her over to the biggest creature she had ever seen. Was he human? He couldn’t have been human, could he?  Ridley rested her lute in her lap, about to speak when the male leaned in, taking a long, deep inhale. He was... smelling her?  She plucked her sleeve, giving it a quick whiff. “Do I offend?”

No answer beyond an intense onyx glare raking over every inch of her body. Searching. Caressing. Coveting. Never had anyone stared at her like she was their last meal.  And she had plenty of others stare at her.  It was flattering, if not a little arousing.

Ridley plastered on her most winning smile.  “Well, I suppose introductions are in order. I’m Ridley, the Songbird of the Known World, Charmer of Notes and Singer of Epic Tales of Yore.” He didn’t look particularly impressed, but he didn’t look unimpressed either. Better than nothing. “Do you have a name, my sky-scraping friend?” The giant grunted. “What an unusual name, Grruuuh. Is it from your father’s side?”

“Stop talking,” he snapped.

“Sorry, I shan’t. My natural state is conversation and once I get started I-” He slapped the table, its wood cracking under his force. She swallowed unable to keep “...I can’t stop,” from flying out her mouth. 

His thick fingers were tipped with dark pointed claws. Is he green? Before she could get a closer look, his hand retreated under his cloak. Her heart thundered. He’s not human. There is no possible way he’s human. And with that green flesh and claws, that means he’s an...Orc?

“I don’t want you here,” the orc said.

“Well, that’s fortuitous because I don’t want to be here,” Ridley answered, pretending to be flippant. “But if I walk away, Herman will give me another black eye. It took days for the last one to heal and my tips were awful. Not that he lets me keep them.” The male growled again, but it didn’t seem directed at her this time. Well, that was a win. “Let me play for you.” Her knees bounced as she waited for a reply, but he only drummed his fingers–his green fingers–on his arm rest. “Throw me a bone here, sir. I am just as lost as you are.”

“The song you sang earlier,” he finally said.  “The one about being free. Sing it again.”

“Truly?” Ridley’s pride soared. “That’s one of my own compositions. I never thought it was a crowd pleaser.”

“Sing,” he commanded. “Now.”

Ridley cleared her throat, scrambling for her lyrics.  What were words? What was music? The only song singing in her head was, An Orc. He’s an Orc. He’s a big mean Orc. And he’s gooooing to kill meeeeeeee.  

After a deep breath, she strummed out a chord and sang. “The sorrow that held me was heavy. Its chains were cold, and strong. It turned my heart into a shadow and took away my song.” He relaxed. She relaxed. Oh, thank the Gods that music was relaxing! Who knew that orcs were lovers of music?  Encouraged, she continued. “No king can hold me. No chain can bind. I walk this earth, and my life is mine. Thank Ezara I am free.” 

“Not Hastus?” a passer-by cackled. “Better prepare yourself for his wrath then!” 

Off the guest went, followed by Ridley’s glare. “Always that damned Demi-god.”

“You do not worship him?” the orc asked. 

“I’m not a follower. But King Amon is. And so, the people of Baratha follow.” She snorted. “Neither The king nor Hastus speak for my kind of people.”

“Your kind of people?” The orc leaned in, taking another deep inhale. 

“Musicians and artists.” Ridley replied quickly. “Um...do we have a distinct odor?”

The orc shook his hooded head, hard, as if trying to fight some sort of force inside him.  “Keep singing.” 

So, she did. Oh yes, he had to be an orc. His size, the claws, the grunting. It was a surprise no other had called him out. Should I call him out? Surely, he was the one the Shadow Guard were hunting for. But if they came for him, they would find her as well. It was enough that Herman knew what she was, anyone else would get her a one-way trip to The Sanctuary. Ridley shuddered, her fingers missing a note on her lute.

The orc pulled a yellowing parchment from his cloak, spreading it open. Ridley leaned over, her lyrics turning into mush as she read the symbols. Cortha. How in the Hells did an orc get hold of a map in a dead language? 

Shouts cracked through the soft murmurs of the inn, making her drop her tune entirely. Herman was in a heated argument with his wife. Probably over Marie. No doubt that row would end with Herman’s fists turning on Ridley. Three months trapped in this stinking Inn only to be a gift to an orc. Or perhaps this giant menace of a male is your key to escape. There was no way an orc would know Cortha. But I do.

The orc’s dark glare was on her. “Stop staring and sing.”

“Sorry. It’s just that your map caught my eye. It’s been ages since I’ve read Cortha. Brought back memories.” She wiggled her fingers at him. “But your business is your business. I’ll carry on.”

The orc blew out a breath, his hood fluttering enough to snatch a peek of his thick tusks protruding from his wide mouth. A beat, then he asked,  “You can read this?”

“I’ve been fluent in Cortha since I was five years old.” 

“So, you can translate it as well.”

“In a heartbeat.” She buffed her nails on her bodice. “I’m more than just a lovely face and a bastion of talent. I’m also educated.”

The orc leaned in, his breath hot upon her face. “If you are lying to me...” He didn’t finish that sentence. He didn’t need to.

“Not lying!” Her voice broke and she cleared her throat. “Here, let me demonstrate. Cortha is like thinking backwards. It is why Barathian nobles and Preceptors use it to write their maps. Commoners and enemies can’t translate it since a basic compass is useless.” She tapped on the various glyphs that littered the page. “The Gallanbour Mountains are east. Here’s the border of Baratha.” He perked and Ridley smiled. “Is that where you’re going? You’re fleeing the Kingdom?”

“Translate this for me. Now,” he said, not one please or thank you to be had. 

“You wish for a translation? Hmm...Translate...translate.” Ridley looked to the ceiling as if in deep concentration. “Oh, but it’s been so long since I’ve read Cortha.”

“Stop stalling.”

“Ah! No talking!” Ridley shut her eyes, pressing her fingers to the bridge of her nose. “Every word you say makes it slip further from my mind!  Oh...Oh wait...dammit there go all the verbs. Poof! They are gone! And the adjectives aren’t far behind!”

“Don’t push me.” The heat of his fury burned right through her flesh.  Tales of orcs always mentioned their quick temper and thirst for blood. But this one, despite the clear restraint shuddering under that cloak, was hardly a raging beast. He wasn’t like the rumors. He seemed insightful, maybe even reasonable if not grumpy. The tide could change on that any minute now. Are you sure you want to do this?  

“I believe we can help each other,” Ridley said. “You need a translator, and I need a travel companion.”

That could have been a growl. Or it could have been a laugh. “I don’t need help.”

“I beg to differ. I think you need me.” She sighed. “And wouldn’t it be a shame if Herman came back here and accidently got a peek under your hood to see-” 

He snatched the nape of her neck, yanking her close. She saw him clearly now; his strong wide jaw, the sharp white tusks that pushed out his lower lip, the crooked nose that had clearly been broken several times before. And his eyes. Sweet Ezara his eyes were black as night, threaded with gold as bright as the stars. “You want to challenge me, Songbird? Go on. Challenge me.”

Ridley took a shaky breath, unsure what she felt. Terrified? Aroused? Both? “I want out of this Gods forsaken kingdom as much as you do. I have no loyalty here.” His grip tightened and she winced. “I’ll translate your map but only if you get me out of Baratha.”

The orc threw her back into her chair. She snagged her hat before it could fly away, her skirts fluttering in a cloud of tatters. “If you won’t translate the map, I’ll find another.”

“Good luck with that,” Ridley replied. “Cortha isn’t common. Finding someone to translate is nearly impossible. That is, unless you know anyone in the nobility. Tell me, have you gone to any royal functions lately? How is King Amon these days? Still a bastard?” The screech of chair legs scraping the floor announced the orc’s departure. Ridley threw herself into his path, arms outstretched, their pathetic span hardly blocking him. “Wait! I can’t stay here!”

The orc side stepped her. “Then leave.”

Ridley hopped in his way, ignoring his vicious growl. “He currently has me by the shorthairs so just walking out isn’t possible! Please don’t make me beg!”  That gave him pause. All right, he was listening. Now to charm the bastard. How do you charm an orc? Like you would anyone. With sex. Sucking his cock to save my hide won’t be all bad now, would it? Afterall, he has quite a rugged appeal. She gave him a coy smile. “If begging is your thing, I’m not opposed to getting on my knees.”

His thick fingers stretched towards her, trembling, then he recoiled, putting a wide berth between them. I’m a bit insulted by that reaction.

“I’ll spare you the indignation, female.” The orc headed to the door, taking her hope along with it.
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The attention of every human was on Garrak as soon as he stood. He curved his shoulders in a feeble attempt to appear smaller but there was no hiding now. He dashed to the door, desperate to get away from the bard’s enchanting scent. She’s yours! The unnatural beast roared. Take her now! Here! Plant your seed in your chosen one! 

No. He would not be done in by the smell of a boastful bard. Garrak jerked to a stop by a weight on his ankle.  There was Ridley, clinging to his leg with a wide smile. “Think you can get away that easily? As you can see, I’m tenacious and have no dignity.” 

“You’re making a damned scene!” He grabbed her by the strap of her lute, yanking her off her feet and contemplating tossing her clear across the room. Instead, he dropped her to her feet.

“Well, you aren’t listening to my negotiations!” She huffed, gathering up her skirts to pull up her striped stocking. A bare thigh peeped from the tattered edges of color, thick and soft and spattered with freckles. Oh, by Soil and Stone he could smell her quim, could detect the barest hints of her desire. 

Garrak wet his lips, her babbling fading under the sound of his pounding heart. His body tightened, heating like a forge at just that tiny glimpse of flesh. If he threw her on the floor, spread those plump thighs and devoured her, surely she would taste as sweet as honey. Stop! Garrak, control yourself! 

“...And I won’t take no for an answer!” Ridley dropped her skirts, slapping her hands on her hips. Her indignant scowl vanished and she tilted her head. “Are you all right? You seem shaken.”

“Play for me!” Garrak turned away from her, waiting for her gentle tune to soothe the tincture’s magic away.

Ridley blinked her big blue eyes, looked over her shoulder, then back to him, her nose wrinkled. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Play your song! Now!”

“In the middle of an argument?” 

Garrak snatched the bag of coins from his cloak and threw it at her feet. “Play!” She only stared at it, mouth in a contemplative line. “Do it!”

“All right, all right.” Ridley took her lute in her hands; fingers poised on the strings. Then she stopped, the corner of her mouth quirking. “But only if you take me with you.”

Garrak gawked at her second brazen challenge. She’d figured out what he was, knew he could snap her like a twig if she rubbed him the wrong way. But she also knows she has me bent over a barrel, damn her! One scream would send him right back to the dungeons. He took a deep breath. “I’ve no time for games, female.”

“Then you better agree fast.” She strummed a tempting chord then grinned.

He glared, aching to wipe that smug smile off her face. With his mouth. Yes. Devour those full lips, delve your tongue between them, taste her completely.  Damn that tincture!

“What’s happening here?” Herman shoved himself between them. “Leaving so soon, sir? Was it the bard? ”  

Garrak almost replied yes but Ridley clutched her hat and backed away. “No.”

“Then please sit and...ooooh!” Herman reached for Garrak’s abandoned coin pouch.

“Leave it.” Garrak barked, freezing the innkeeper in place. “Its hers.” He did his best to ignore Ridley’s incredulous stare as he snatched up his pouch, offering it to her. “Play your song.” 

The bard shook her head. “You know what I really want as payment.”

“Oh, for Hastus’s sake, female!” Herman cried. “You’ve caused enough trouble here! Our deal is done!”

Ridley threw up her hands. “We had no deal! This relationship was nothing but pure extortion!”

Herman grabbed her arm, twisting until she yelped. Garrak was on him, his mating instincts acting before his logic could. “Do not touch her!” He shoved Herman away, sending him sailing ass over elbows. The inn went silent. Shit. He jabbed a finger at Ridley. “Do not follow me!”

He ran for the door, but it swung open before he grasped the handle. Soldiers marched inside, faces shrouded with black gauze under their helms. Their baldrics were emblazoned with large silver chevrons, their armor clattering. The Shadow Guard. “Remain calm, everyone!” one announced.

Garrak stepped aside, crouching into the tiniest of shadows. From under his hood he saw Ridley, brows high. She jerked her chin towards the Shadow Guard, and he shook his head, heart pounding so hard it threatened to crack his ribs. She truly had him over that barrel now.

“My lords!” Herman glided over, slapping on a complaisant smile. “We are so honored to have the king’s elite forces pay us a visit! Food? Drink? Any other pleasures Sirs, erm, generals, or sergeants...?”

A barrel-chested soldier removed his helm and scarf, studying the room. He was bald as a billiard ball, his nose snubbed and his neck thick and short. He waved Herman off with a sneer. “Sergeant Draven. I’m in charge of this unit. And we’re not here for leisure. We’re here on official business, sent by King Amon himself.”

“I assure you sirs, I run my business on the up and up,” Herman said. Ridley opened her mouth to speak but he rammed his elbow into her gut, doubling her over. Rage surged, Garrak’s instinct desperate to defend her. She’s not your sahe'a. Don’t move. It’s only the tincture’s magic.

“Not about you,” the sergeant said. “We are looking for an orc.”

Murmurs of “Monster” and “Killer” vibrated the room as the Shadow Guard examined every patron’s feature and flaw. Damn it all, he should have kept running, should have ignored his empty belly and exhausted limbs. A soldier glanced his way and Garrak flared his claws under his cloak, waiting as the dark garbed man crept closer. Closer. 

“Oh, may the Gods preserve us!” Ridley shouted. “An orc? Here?” Garrak half expected her to spin towards him with a scream of “And there he is!” but she only waved her hands like she was swatting flies, drawing all attention on her. “How could one even survive in all this light? You know how they cringe from it. We’re perfectly safe in here, aren’t we?” 

“Not necessarily, my lady,” Draven replied. “Orcs are sneaky, treacherous monsters.” 

Ridley took Draven’s arm. “Please describe this orc you’re hunting. Up front so everyone can hear you. Perhaps I’ll write a song commemorating your bravery after it all.” She beckoned to the other soldiers, and they followed like she was a siren.

Draven stood before the hearth. “This Orc is giant, at least seven feet tall with eyes as black as ink and putrid green flesh.”

Ridley pressed her hand to her mouth.  “Something that large could break us all with ease! We’re doomed!” 

The crowd’s murmurs grew to shouts. Men cursed, children cried, and women swooned. Garrak buried his face into his hands. Was she trying to help him or send everyone into a panic? Either I’m going back to the dungeons or being torn apart by a mob. Damn that bard!

“No need to panic!” Herman half laughed, half cried.

“It’s a perfect time to panic!” Ridley hopped her way through the throng, striking her lute after each sentence. “If an orc is here, there’s no telling where he could be!” Dramatic chord. “He could be in the barn!” Tense pluck of the strings. “In the kitchens!” A trilling scale. “Anywhere!” She swept a theatrical arm towards the stairway. “What if he’s in the common rooms upstairs?”

Draven rubbed his chin then nodded towards his men. “Investigate.”  As the Shadow Guard stormed up the steps, blades drawn, Garrak crept towards the front door. 

“If an orc is here, then let us go before he kills us all!” a patron shouted.

“No one leaves until everywhere has been searched!” Draven yapped to furious protests. He frowned at Herman. “Control your patronage, Innkeeper or I’ll haul you in for obstruction of justice!”

“Everyone, please! Compose yourselves!” Herman swiped an arm at Ridley. “Play, damn you! Calm them down!”

“I don’t think this is within my talents.” Ridley tapped her lower lip. “But you know what would work?” She turned to the mob and cried, “Free ale!”

A tidal wave of cloaks, boots, and bodies rushed to the bar. Garrak bolted to the door through the chaos but something tangled his cloak. Something or someone. He whipped the black wool aside, finding Ridley, her arms wrapped around his waist as if hitching a ride.  “Get off me!” 

“I just saved your hide! You owe me!” she shot back.

“Ugh! Fine! I’ll get you out of here!”  Garrak rolled his eyes at her elated expression. As soon as they were out of this trap, he’d dump her.  There was no time to cater to this damn female. Garrak threw the door open to more Shadow Guard at the threshold. 

“Back inside, you!” one commanded.

Garrak gulped then nodded towards Ridley. “I’m taking her out for air.” 

“I’m having trouble breathing.” Ridley said, adding a fake cough for good measure.

“By Gods! He’s huge!” a woman cried. “It’s the orc!” 

The inn went motionless, everyone fixed on him. Garrak’s heart thundered, it’s panicked rush loud in his ears. He flared his claws. No, he would not go back to Amon’s dungeons, would not suffer another tincture poured down his throat for the sick enjoyment of  a mad king.

“Oooh! Gods noooo!” Ridley’s cry snapped the silence in two. “Please don’t take me, you dastardly orc!” She pressed the back of her hand to her forehead dramatically falling into the crook of Garrak’s arm. “No one move! He’ll kill me if you charge!”

Surely, she was joking. There was no way the crowd would fall for such a melodramatic ruse. Yet no one attacked him or saved her, everyone still as a statue. Ridley gave him a nudge and a wink before she threw her head back to wail again. I can’t believe this is working. And I can’t believe I’m about to play along. 

Garrak thew his hood back to a symphony of horrified gasps. He bared his tusks, clutching Ridley to his chest. “She is mine, man flesh! I take what I want, or I kill everyone in this inn!”

“No! Don’t take me, a sweet young virgin!” Ridley howled. A toss of her head earned Garrak a face full of hat plumage. “I could never survive your brutal, savage taking! Don’t drag me to the dark forest to ravage me over and over and over and-!”

He slapped a hand over her mouth. “Laying it on too thick, Songbird,” he whispered.

“Save the woman! Take him down!” Draven bellowed.

The crowd surged forward. With one fierce kick, the door flew open. Garrak tossed Ridley over his shoulder. He dashed into the night as fast as his too small boots could carry him.
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Ridely dared not look back, despite her perfect view of the Shadow Guard in pursuit. She bounced against the orc’s shoulder, clutching her hat and lute as he sprinted. He took a left. A right. Another right. Or was that a left? His speed made her head swim, and her belly lurch with acid. “What are you laughing at?” the orc grumbled.

That’s when she realized she was giggling. “It all worked! I don’t know how such a simple ruse worked on them all, but it worked! Damn, I’m far more magnificent that I thought!” She was so close to freedom, so close to getting as far from this stinking kingdom as possible. You won’t take me again! I won, Amon! I survived! “Oof!” 

Her behind hit the dirt as she was dumped from his shoulder. Then the orc shoved her through a tight alley, struggling in behind her. Sweet Ezara, his shoulders spanned the entire width.  What moonlight there was revealed his face in its harsh glory. Pure strength and complete brutality. He had no eyebrows, only ridges studded with two sets of small horns over his onyx eyes. Ridley’s knees went weak. Oh, yes. I do love them rough around the edges.

He shot her a glare, as if hearing her thoughts, nostrils flaring. Then he flicked his enormous hand at her, like she was a fly. “Get out of here.”

“Good idea,” Ridley replied, ignoring the true meaning behind his words. “There’s a stable only a short jaunt away. We can steal a ride there.”

The orc snarled. “No, you get out of here.”

“I saw him go this way!” a voice shouted. Two Shadow Guard ran past their alley, barely a breath away. 

The orc cupped a hand over Ridley’s mouth, yanking her under his cloak. His grip was unrelenting, the pads of his thick fingers pinching her face, his other arm squeezing her tight. Am I into this? Her heart flip-flopped, her body quivering at his closeness. Yes, I am most definitely into this. 

He released her as soon as the danger passed, shoving her away. His face was flushed, a barely contained fury upon his brow.  “I kept my bargain.”

“You did not! You said you’d take me with you!”

“I said I’d get you out of there. I got you out of that inn. What you do after that isn’t my problem.”

“You need a hostage!” Ridley insisted, wincing as he hissed a shh at her.

“What makes you think I’d even want a hostage?” he whispered harshly.

“Search every corner!” Draven barked. “We’re not returning to the king without that orc!” Another rumble of footsteps passed. 

The orc grabbed her again, pinning her to his chest, hand compressing her mouth. He was all heat and the heady scent of salt and earth. Were all orcs as sweetly warm as he was? Before she could melt, he pushed her away.

“I know how relentless the Shadow Guard can be,” the orc said. “If they want me, they’ll mow you down in the process.” He snatched her throat, giving it a forceful squeeze. “I’ll only say this once more. Get. Away. From. Me.”

I could take them all down, Ridley thought. Her fingertips tingled, a long-dormant fire coiling deep inside her gut. It swelled with her breath, begging for release. I could solve both our problems with a wave of my hand. No sooner did her blaze arrive, than it vanished with a pathetic sputter. It had been too long, her flames forgotten. Atrophied. 

“What if I distract them?” Ridley asked, voice strained from his grip. 

He gave her a little shake. “Distract them how?”

“I tell them you released me and ran for the city gates. I shed some false tears while you go to the stables and saddle us a ride.” He arched a brow ridge. “Come on. If they fell for our first ruse, they should fall for this one! The Shadow Guard is ruthless but far from bright.” She tapped the hand clutching her throat. “And you should let go before I really start to enjoy this.”

He released her, scrubbing his face. “Fine. Just...just go!”

Ridley gave him a little salute and started on her way. Suspicion made her return. “You won’t abandon me, will you?” The orc’s jaw tightened, thoughts racing past his eyes like wild horses. He grunted in reply. Ridley scowled. “That wasn’t a yes.” She ducked under his cloak, rummaging through his pockets, trying to ignore the acres of muscle hiding under all that fabric. 

“What are you doing!?” The orc groped at her through the wool. 

She dodged his grip, snatching his map, and broke free, holding it over her head like a war prize. “Insurance!” 

“Give me back my map!” He looked ready to charge, but there he stayed, helpless in the shadows.

“You’ll get it back when we’re past the gates.” She tucked the map down her bodice. “Worry not. I’m a woman of my word.”  She disheveled her skirts, yanked down a stocking, and picked up a handful of dirt to rub on her cheeks. “The stables are at the end of this street. As soon as you hear me scream, run for them. I will meet you there shortly.”  She took off before he could reply. He won’t run. He can’t run without his map, right?

Draven’s bald pate shined in the town’s torchlights.  Sweat glittered his pasty flesh as he commended his men to break down doors and toss wagons. People protested but one flash of his sword silenced them. Ridley threw herself in the middle of the chaos with a blood curdling scream. She fell to her knees, hands clutched to the sky. “I almost met the God of death! Thaton looked me straight in the eye tonight! Oh mercy!”

“My lady! You escaped!” A Shadow Guard took her by the arm, helping her to her feet. “Are you hurt?”

“Thank Hastus no,” Ridley sniffled. “I managed to break free of the orc’s hold! He swiped at me! Pawed at me! Tried to ravage me right then and there but I was too fast and I ran! Oh, how I ran!” She smashed her cheeks, her howl loud enough to reach the orc’s hiding place.

The poor, naive soldier patted her back. “There, there, my lady. You’re safe now.”

“Where’s the orc?” Draven asked.

“I could have sworn he was still after me but must have heard your voices and run for the gates.” Ridley waved her hand in the opposite direction of the stables. “We were beyond the town square.” 

With Draven’s nod the Shadow Guard took off. “The rest of you! Back to your homes!” he shouted at the spectators. “We are now enacting a curfew. If I find you on the streets, you’ll be arrested.” The crowd dispersed in a blink, leaving only her and Draven. “You had a very harrowing experience, my lady.”

Ridley righted her skirts and stockings, adding a little tremble to her voice. “Very. I was sure I’d be ravaged. But the might of the Shadow Guard was stronger than the orc’s lust for me.” She sighed. “All I want is to return to the inn and forget this wretched night.”

“Indeed.” Draven closed the gap between them, his cold stare tearing Ridley to the bone. “I’ll escort you.”

Ridley chuckled, taking a step away. “You should tend to your men. I’m sure they-”

“They’ll be fine.” Draven crept closer, clicking his tongue. “You are so disheveled my dear.” Ridley froze as he wiped the dirt from her cheek. “Soil upon your face. Your hair a mess.” 

The bottom dropped out of her stomach. “My...hair?”

“Yes.” Draven’s fingers curled around the stray lock that escaped her scarf. He twisted the violet and orange strands. “Such a pretty color. Unusual. The color of the sunset. The only ones with hair like that are Scorelli. Ignis Scorelli to be exact.” 

Ridley stumbled away, tucking the renegade strands under her hat. The sergeant followed, his smile growing wider with each step.

“I’m sure you’re aware that Scorelli are not allowed free in Baratha,” Draven continued. “If one is found here, they will be returned to The Sanctuary.” His hand went for his sword. “Where’s your Preceptor, Ignis? Does he know you’re loose?”

Ridley held out her hands. No fire came but the gesture alone made Draven stop in his tracks. “Stay away from me.”

“Scorelli are taught to obey, they know their place. You need to know your place.”

Know your place. His words pulled a trigger inside her guts. Her head went light,  knees bending on reflex.   Ridley bit her tongue, the warm taste of blood stopping her before she
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