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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Esme will not be used again, certainly not as fodder in war. When she makes a mad dash from the field of battle, she becomes a deserter, with nowhere to go except deeper into trollkin territory.

      Drazak the orc and Han’zir the troll have lived a quiet, peaceful life together on their farm—until they find a human woman sleeping in their barn. When Esme convinces them to let her stay in exchange for work, Han’zir is excited about their new “pet” human. But Drazak is inexplicably drawn to her, and fears what his hunger could mean for them when Han’zir has already refused his bonding pledge once before.

      It’s not long before Esme begins to feel at home in this idyllic place. But she’ll soon find she can’t escape the war forever.

      Content Warnings

      
        	Graphic depictions of sex: M/M, M/F, and M/M/F

        	Anal play and anal sex

        	Double penetration, spit-roasting, and double missionary

        	Breeding

        	War and wartime themes

        	Hunger and starvation

        	Violence and death

        	Mild gore

        	Death of multiple animals (off-page)

        	Hunting of animals for survival

        	Mercy killing of an animal

        	Emotional and physical abuse (in the past)

        	Physical assault

        	Arson

        	Pregnancy

        	Birth

        	Lactation play

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note on Piracy

          

        

      

    

    
      Piracy is a serious concern for small indie authors like me, who have poured many hours into our books. Piracy prevents us from being able to support ourselves and continue to write more.

      If you know someone who might enjoy this book, but cannot obtain a copy legally, please reach out to me at lyonne@lyonneriley.com.

      If you are reading a pirated copy of the book right now, please also get in touch with me. I want to work with you to get my book into readers’ hands legally.

      Thank you for understanding.
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      Esme

      “Line up!” calls out the major. He paces in front of us, hands behind his back. We’ve only been in training for a week. Soon we’ll be sent to the front lines as bait, meant to draw the trollkin out of their well-defended town so the archers and catapults behind us can destroy them. That’s the only purpose we serve.

      “Keep your heads high!” he roars. “For the King!”

      “For the King!” we echo back, because not saying it means a stick to the knees.

      I peek at the men and women standing to either side of me, dressed in the thickest clothes they could find. We weren’t given armor, and the only weapon I have is the small axe I brought with me from the master’s house. Before all of this I was a maid, a cook, a nanny. I watched over his children and chopped the wood and made the meals. Now the major is asking me to charge into battle and kill any trollkin I encounter in cold blood.

      Little do they know that I’m a coward.

      “Why are they even bothering to train us?” asks a redheaded woman around the fire that night. She has pale, freckled skin, but it’s hard to tell which dots are freckles and which are mud. Everything is muddy with the constant rain. “We’re just going to die anyway. That’s all we’re good for.”

      I wrap my arms around myself and shiver. The moment we’re sent into battle, we’re corpses on legs.

      “Maybe we’ll take out a trollkin or two before we go,” says a taller man, a handsome one who seems to be her friend.

      Her green eyes are sharp. “Just because you can kill, doesn’t mean you should.”

      He snorts. “You’re the one with a weakness for them, not me.”

      The woman growls at him in warning, and I wonder what he meant.

      After the others go to bed, it’s just me and her staring into the flames, wondering what will happen in the battle tomorrow.

      “I’m Telise, by the way,” the redhead says, holding out a hand. When we shake, though, my fingers are trembling. She gives me a look of pity. “You’re not a fighter, are you?”

      I shake my head. “I’m a maid.”

      She sighs. “Don’t listen to Deleran. It’s not about killing—it’s about surviving. Do whatever you have to do in order to live.” Her gaze slides off into the trees, like she’s thinking about something far away. “The trollkin don’t want to be here, either.”

      I tilt my head. “They want our land. They attacked us because they love war.”

      “Did they? Or are we the ones attacking them tomorrow?” Telise leans back, tilting her head up toward the night sky. “See, little maid, it’s just a matter of perspective. They’re not what you think they are.”

      My brow furrows. “What do you mean? They’re monsters.”

      But she just shakes her head like I’m a child with much to learn about the world. “Not at all. I’d say they’re a lot like us, and we have more in common than we realize.”

      Something sad lies behind the words, as if there’s a whole layer I’m missing. But she doesn’t seem inclined to speak further, so I tell her goodnight and stumble back to my bedroll, knowing I won’t be able to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, the major herds us into formation, and in the shuffle I lose track of Telise. Damn. She’d seen a few different battles and lived through them, so I thought staying close to her might mean surviving this.

      Once again, I’m on my own.

      When we step out of the trees, the high, wooden walls of the trollkin town loom above us. We’re supposed to invade this place? I can’t see how we could possibly hope to take it.

      The moment we appear, arrows rain down on us—some of them even on fire. All around me, the screaming begins, and my fellow soldiers are already falling.

      I have to get out of here. That’s the only thing I know for certain.

      The big front gates of the city open, and the huge, green and blue bodies of trollkin stream out. They’re much stronger than we are, with cruel tusks curving out of their mouths and bright red and yellow eyes. All it takes is a cursory glance to see that unlike us, they’re actually outfitted for war, dressed in helmets and metal chainmail.

      Pain rips through my arm. An arrow is lodged in my bicep, and my own scream joins the cacophony. But I don’t let myself fall. I can’t, or I’m dead the moment those trollkin are on top of us.

      Tears stream down my face as I pull the arrow out of my flesh. My blood pumping hot and fast, I turn and bolt. Not back towards the trees, because one of the officers lined up behind us would easily clock me for desertion, and execute me on the spot. Instead, I run to one side, past the other conscripted all charging into battle. How do they have that kind of courage? I can’t fathom it. This agony in my arm is enough for me, thank you very much.

      Dodging other humans, I race along the wall of the town, close enough that the arrows aren’t falling on top of me. At least I’ve always been quick on my feet, ready to run at a moment’s notice if the master got that look in his eye that said he needed to vent his anger. I know how to make an escape and stay gone as long as I need to.

      Someone shouts at me to stop, but I ignore them just as I ignore the screams and bleeding bodies. If I can keep moving, maybe I’ll avoid an arrow or gunshot and make it out of this alive. I have to keep going.

      Finally, I reach the edge of the town, where the human forces are spread thinner. A big woman sits on a horse, and she’s certainly higher up on the food chain than I am. She’s the one who notices me making a break for it, and she doesn’t think twice before she pulls out her gun and aims it at me.

      I drop and roll as the shot echoes in the air. It’s idiotic to be wasting shots on me when she could be shooting at the wave of trollkin headed straight for us, but the King’s army has no pity for deserters. I tumble and leap back into a run, and while she’s busy packing another bullet, I set foot over the tree line. It’ll be much harder for her or anyone else to take aim at me in here.

      My lungs burn, and hot blood streams down my arm, but I can’t think about that right now. I keep my eyes on the forest ahead of me, trying not to barrel into a shrub or a tree trunk. My legs are wearing out, and soon my body is slowing and my chest is heaving.

      No. I have to keep going. If I can get out of this place, if I can leave the scent of burning flesh behind, I’ll be safe. The noise of swords and gunshots fades behind me, and yet I continue running, gritting my teeth and pressing my hand down over my wound to staunch the flow of blood.

      What am I going to do about this once I do get out of here? The only place I could find medical supplies is the human military camp, but if I show my face there, they’ll know I deserted and I won’t live to see another day anyway. Or, perhaps worse, I’ll simply end up on the front lines again.

      Better to take the risk and hope it heals on its own.

      Not that I have any idea where I’ll go now. I’m deep in the woods, making sure to leave a wide berth between my path and the camp. Once I’m certain the woman on the horse won’t follow me, I slow down to a ragged walk.

      Clenching my jaw through the pain in my arm, I trudge on as the sun gets lower in the sky. When it’s finally too dark for me to see any longer, I lie down on the bare forest floor and try to sleep, but the pain keeps me awake. The night is cold and I hug myself tight, trying to warm up. For hours I lay there, sobbing and then running out of tears again, until the sun comes back up. If I slept, I don’t remember it.

      Then I’m plodding on again. Walking and walking through endless woods, occasionally crossing a river or passing through a meadow. What could I possibly find out here? I don’t even know where I am. This could be trollkin territory, where I could encounter their soldiers at any time. Or is it human territory now? I don’t know anymore.

      We’re just pawns moving on a board between the King and the Grand Chieftain, back and forth, spilling more blood.

      Useless cow, my master’s voice echoes in my head. Once again I’m an object to be tossed around, to be used and abused as higher powers see fit.

      It’s afternoon when the trees abruptly give way. I’m up on a hill, a sharp slope leading down into a valley. A big river runs through the middle, probably big enough that I wouldn’t be able to cross without getting swept away. The grasses are a summer yellow, but beyond that is green.

      A farm. Row after row of bright green vegetables and stalks of corn. Food.

      I didn’t realize just how hungry I was until I gaze upon this bounty, but now it’s like a vast hole has appeared in me that desires nothing more than to be filled. My panic and adrenaline have given way to this one need, and I rush down the slope.

      The farm is a lot farther away than it looked, so I don’t reach the edge of the field until it’s almost sunset and the sky is stippled purple and orange. I honestly can’t say if it’s a human farm or a trollkin one. I have no clue where I am or how far I’ve gone since the battle began.

      I follow the edge of the field, keeping just inside the tall vegetable stalks so no one can spot me from a distance. I search for something ripe to eat, but there’s only raw wheat here. Damn. I press on until a building appears.

      It’s crafted with wood and thatch, but in such an odd shape that it must be trollkin-made. Great. I’m right in the middle of enemy territory, like I’d feared. If I’m discovered, I might face a death even worse than desertion. And yet I need somewhere to sleep that isn’t the forest floor if I’m to keep going. I don’t know where I’m headed, but anywhere beyond that battlefield is better.

      Approaching the building quietly, I keep to the shadows as the sunlight fades. The barn is attached to a big pen, and axes designed specifically for butchering hang from the walls. I shudder.

      Inside the barn it’s empty and dark. The chickens squawk as I investigate, but there doesn’t seem to be anyone around.

      Good. I need a real place to rest, somewhere I can get just one night’s sleep. There are a few apples tucked in a basket, likely intended for horses, and I grab as many as I can carry. I squeeze past the chickens and find a ladder leading upward to a second floor filled with hay.

      Perfect.

      I build a little nest out of the hay, then dive into the first apple. Oh, it’s bliss. Juice slips down my chin, but I don’t care. After devouring one, I eat another, then another. When I’m full, I lie back in the hay, relishing how even as the straw bites into my back, at least it’s not the forest floor.

      I’ll take it, even with the fiery ache in my arm.

      That night, I don’t even dream.
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        * * *

      

      Drazak

      That damn troll.

      The chickens squawked like hell last night, but he refused to go look. “If it’s a coyote or a wolf,” Han’zir said, “it’s already done the deed.”

      “We need to get a dog,” I’d snapped. Something to bark and scare off those mangy pests. We’ve only got a handful of cows and an even smaller handful of chickens, but without them, we’ve got no breakfast, and I can’t function without a big breakfast. Eggs, ham from that pig farmer down the way, and sometimes a piece of bread if I’ve had the sense to make any. Han’zir doesn’t bake, or really cook at all. He’s pretty useless, I’d say, but he’s good at pulling weeds, and the crops are only flourishing because of his green thumb. He knows when they need water, when they should be trimmed back, when the last freeze is coming so we can get ready to plant. He has a kind of knowing about things like that, and I’ve learned not to doubt his instincts.

      “You know I hate dogs,” Han’zir complains, slathering his bread with butter before downing it.

      “You’re lucky you have a nice ass,” I tell him, slapping it as I get up out of my chair. He yelps, then gives me a wicked smile that pulls one of his tusks up on the side of his mouth. My troll likes it when I talk just a little foul, but I have too many things to do this morning to bend him over the table and shove my cock into him.

      Or be the one bent over the table. That might be even better today, but perhaps later.

      I shake my head as I head out the back door. I have to check the irrigation, then collect the chicken eggs. It’s almost time to pull up potatoes and probably even the carrots. We want to plant a new batch before we switch over to turnips and parsnips this winter to restore some nutrients to the soil.

      By the time I get to the barn, the sun is getting high in the sky, and I have to block it out with one arm. Today’s going to be a hot one, which should be good for the peppers. The spicier ones have sold well lately, so we doubled our crop this year. Never thought I’d be making my profit bringing seasoning to the masses.

      I check the first nest, and find no eggs inside. That’s odd. The chickens are all alive and accounted for, so I guess there wasn’t a latenight visitor. The next nest is empty, too.

      Maybe a weasel? All the nests have been cleared out, which irritates me. I’m not going to have eggs for breakfast tomorrow at this rate.

      That’s when I spot a white eggshell. Someone or something has eaten my precious breakfast and left behind the evidence.

      I search the rest of the barn, but find nothing else of note. I wonder what came through last night that took all the eggs but didn’t disturb the chickens. It all strikes me as very odd.

      We really should get a dog, whether Han’zir likes it or not. I’d never admit it to him, but I’d welcome the companionship as I do my chores every day. It would love us unconditionally, and bring vibrance to a life that can sometimes feel stale.

      After I finish milking the cows, I find my troll checking on the vegetables and pulling out all the choice-looking greens. He must be planning a trip into town.

      “All the eggs are gone,” I tell him, and he jumps.

      “I told you not to walk up on me like that,” he says, setting aside his project. “They’re just... gone?”

      As if in acknowledgment of this crime, my stomach grumbles. “Yep. Left nothing but an eggshell.”

      He rubs his chin thoughtfully. “Haven’t seen that one before.”

      Neither have I. And the mystery remains unsolved.

      That night I cook up something good, using one of the stronger peppers we grew, and Han’zir blows furiously as he tries to clear the spice from his tongue.

      “You didn’t have to burn my mouth,” he whines. “There’s so much pepper in this!”

      “Then you make dinner next time,” I grumble. Not that he’s wrong. I did go a little overboard, but I have an easy remedy. When Han’zir gets up to clean off our trays, I catch the hem of his pants with my thumb. He stops mid-step as I yank them down, and press myself against his back. His dick is still soft, but when I clench my big hand around it, my troll lets out a groan.

      What we’re doing is, yeah, a little odd. A troll and an orc shacking up? I know. We’re outliers. But I sure love how quickly he hardens up in my grip, how soon I can get him grunting and groaning my name as I stroke him. I turn him around and shove him down into one of the chairs, then kneel in front of him, bringing his thick cock into my mouth.

      “Oh, fuck,” Han’zir says, but not in the good way. He pushes me off. “Your mouth!” He rubs himself, squinting.

      “What’s wrong with it?” I demand. On top of all the inconveniences today, now he’s objecting to a deep throat?

      “You burned me! All that pepper, it...” He trails off. “That shit hurts.”

      I roll my eyes and get back up. I guess he doesn’t want me to suck him off then. But I know somewhere else he can put that cock, somewhere that will bring us together the way I’m always hungering for.

      I don’t even have to say it, because we’ve been together long enough that Han’zir can read my mind. He licks his chops, then yanks my own pants down until they’re in a pool at my feet.

      “Turn around,” he barks, and I do as I’m told. I like it when my troll gets bossy. A rare treat, and one that lets me put my guard down for a moment. I watch over us, make sure we have food to eat and coin for supplies, and sometimes it weighs on me—but with Han’zir in control, I can let go.

      Once I’m standing in front of the table, he reaches in front of me and wraps his big hand around my length. His fingers are warm to the touch and it sends a shiver straight from my balls to my head. I swell in his palm as he strokes. He squeezes hard in just the places I like, the way only he knows how. I’m already falling forward to put both hands on the table, absorbed in the feel of him, of his familiar hands on my body. Han’zir pumps me harder and faster, then reaches around me to grab the oil off the table. After pouring some into his hand, he runs his fingers down between my ass cheeks. Once he reaches the tight hole between them, he pauses, slathering it around, pressing one finger inside me to open me up for him. A thrill runs through me at the idea of having him inside me again, right where he fits. I grunt and square my legs, and his hand on my cock works even harder. He spreads me open for him, putting in two fingers next, and there’s seed dribbling from my cockhead onto the table.

      Then he’s nudging at my ass, pushing his way into me. My body tightens up all over, resisting him at first, and Han’zir pauses. He runs his hand down my back, as if saying, relax, you brutish orc, and I try to let all my worries about running the farm go. He withdraws, slathering his seed and the oil around, then presses in again, deeper and deeper, until he’s fully sheathed in me.

      “Fuck,” he groans, letting my cock fall as he gets absorbed in the moment. He grabs my hips and thrusts again, and again, and this time I stroke myself as he pumps inside of me, moaning and gripping me tight. I can feel the slightest burn from my lips on him, but it only heightens the gloriousness of having him inside me.

      We may not be mates, but Han’zir knows me better than I know myself sometimes. He finds his way deep, seeking out the place that will make me explode. He buries his face in my back, his tusks almost piercing my skin. Like this, him buried in me up to the hilt, I can almost reach out and touch his soul—but it’s just outside my grasp.

      “Fuck, Drazak,” my troll moans, pumping harder. “You feel so fucking perfect.” Then he strikes me right in my favorite spot, and immediately I’m seizing up and jerking in my own hand, my seed shooting out across the table. Han’zir gasps and then shoves himself as far into me as he can, and there’s a burst of color behind my eyes as his cock grows and unleashes inside me. Fuck, how does he always feel so good?

      That’s the moment I hear the chickens squawking.

      “Damn it!” I yank us apart, and Han’zir’s juices leak out of me. I pull my pants back on, lace them up, and run out the door while he calls my name.

      I’m going to catch them, whoever is stealing my eggs, and hang them out to dry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Esme

      When I wake up abruptly, my heart beating fast and my forehead beaded with sweat, I’m almost certain my wound is getting infected. It’s hot and red, and I see stars whenever I brush it against something. I need to wash it and try to clean out the dirt, but when I climb down from my spot up in the hay, the chickens scatter and yell at me.

      “Sorry, sorry,” I hiss at them. “Keep it down.” The last thing I need is to attract attention to myself after taking all those eggs this morning and sucking them down raw.

      I can’t stay here, I know that. But where else can I go? I’m deep in enemy land with no idea where I am. If I wandered farther, I might come across trollkin soldiers, and then I’d definitely be dead.

      There’s nowhere in this world for me, not anywhere. I can’t even go back home because everyone would know I was a deserter.

      I step outside the barn and look around. A trollkin came in earlier today, and I hid carefully behind a big bale of hay up in the loft while he did his chores. He was the green kind, an orc, with a bare chest, a sturdy belly and tree-trunk-thick legs. His tusks looked deadly.

      Eventually I’ll figure out what to do if I can just survive for now, but I can’t be seen by that guy. Perhaps if
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