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Prologue
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The slap of the cane against Soliana’s knuckles was loud in the empty room. She was silent, taking the hit without a cry or flinch. It filled Aurora with a rage she could not explain. 

“Stop it!” Her voice sounded weak in even her own ears. She wasn’t supposed to be here. At only six years old, her lessons were separate from her sister’s. Refusing to sit in the nursery with Katar, Aurora decided to accompany Soliana. At nine, Soliana seemed to always have the right answers. Everything she did was perfect, so their mother’s shrill voice and the crack of the cane over her knuckles caught her by surprise. 

“A princess does not speak back. You will stand up straight and you will do as you’re told!” All Soliana asked was to sit for a few minutes. Aurora forced her body between her mother and her sister, a short barrier that seemed to work. 

“No Aurora, that is not behavior acceptable of a princess.” She stood straight, placing the heavy books back on her head. Her voice was void of all emotion, eyes empty as she began to imagine she was somewhere else. Anywhere but that room. It made Aurora angry, she only had to stand up for herself. Instead she had one moment of defiance and quickly hid behind the mask she used to cover any emotions. 

“You are the heir. It is your responsibility to bring the next heir for the throne. Until then, your heir is Aurora.” Aurora frowned, she had no intention of being queen. Soliana wasn’t allowed to have fun. She couldn’t run through the garden, play when the other children played, or spend the day free to relax. Maes, her handmaiden, frequently told Aurora one day she would be expected to behave the same way.

“What about Katar?” Their mother looked to Aurora once again, clearly upset she is demanding attention away from Soliana.

“He is the third born. If the two of you fail to do your duty and it lies to him, I have failed you as a mother.”

Their duty. Even Aurora knew the duty of the princesses. Get married and have a child. An heir. It was repeated to them for as long as she could remember.

“Now, again Soliana.” Aurora stood quietly as Soliana grabbed the books that tumbled to her feet while Aurora had their mother distracted. At least that time Soliana wasn’t reprimanded. Stacking them on her head, she made the trip across the empty room. Her back was straight, perfection that their mother wanted. Just as she reached the other end of the room, the books toppled to the ground again. Their mother was directly behind her, cane in hand.

“At your age you should be able to walk with correct posture.” The cane came down on her knuckles again.

“Leave her alone!” Her voice echoed in the room, both heads turning towards her. Their mother turned, looking as if she was going to start walking towards Aurora.

“That is enough Aurora. That is not becoming of a princess, I will not be repeating myself. I’ve made an error and I will own up to it.” The tone in her voice was flat, devoid of any emotion. It pleased their mother, the slow smile spreading across her face. The joy that she was able to break down at least one of her daughters. It was fitting that it was the daughter who looked just like her. The light skinned, blonde haired heir. Not the stubby, curly haired spare who was too loud and too opinionated. 

Aurora’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the two. They deserved each other. Aurora stood in the corner of the room, watching as perfect Soliana walked with the books on her head. Gliding across the room as a proper princess should. All the things Aurora seemed incapable of doing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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The island of Ularius was quiet under a light blanket of snow. The best time of day was just before dawn. When the palace was filled with sleeping elves and even the earliest of orc workers were still in their beds. The air was crisp and clean, calmness spreading across the land.

Soft snowflakes fell around the kingdom and Princess Aurora watched their slow descent. It was peaceful, just her and the stars against an inky sky, and the snowflakes falling onto her face.

Her mother, Queen Lyra, was more tense now than usual. Today begins the first day of the Aisa festival, a time the elves celebrate life and a new year. This year was special, the festival ending with a grand royal wedding for her sister Soliana. Lord Luthien wasn't a horrible person, just ten years Soliana's senior and a bore. With her serious nature, the pair might be perfect for each other. Everyone knows Lord Luthien and his mother wants to get their hands on the crown, although King Aymer and Queen Lyra don’t seem to mind as much.

Aurora spent the day hiding, sitting in the alcove longer than she should. She hid while the servants ran back and forth completing their tasks before the dinner. Even if anyone knew she was there, no one would bother her. As the day went on, the sun moved across the sky and the garden workers moved across the field, she knew she would have to leave soon. With a sigh, Aurora left her favorite alcove to return to her room. The stress of the festival was reaching everyone, and her handmaiden, Maes, would be troubled if she is not back in time.
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THE FIRST DAY OF THE Aisa festival was to praise the goddess Opeyia, the goddess of love and fertility. Opeyia was the Mother, the creator of their race. It is said to be good luck to bless a marriage on this day, leading to today being the first day to celebrate the upcoming royal wedding. It was hours of mingling, as her mother called it, followed by dinner and dancing.

“It’s a good day for Soliana.” Maes said, styling her hair. She didn’t have the bone straight hair of her mother and Soliana or the soft curls of her brother Katar. Her hair lay in tight curls, black as the night sky. She took after her father in that regard. Her father came from a kingdom just north of Ularius, where the elves had dark skin and course hair. The elves of Ularius, who traveled south many centuries ago still had the fair skin and hair of those in the far north kingdoms. The climate was rough there, living under heavy snowfall with limited resources.

“Yes, she must be pleased.” Aurora was happy for her sister, truly. She did seem to enjoy being around the stuffy lord. Her mother put so much energy into their courting that Aurora fell to the wayside. With Soliana nearly married and Katar barely over the age of maturity, the focus was going to lie entirely on her.

Maes released a sigh, already knowing where Aurora’s thoughts were. “Don’t mind the Queen. Your father won’t let her get too out of control. He knows when to pull her back when she goes too far.”

Maes pulled her in a short hug, putting the finishing touches on her elaborate hairstyle. She loved it when Maes let her hair out. Thin braids swirled around the crown of her head, meeting at a pearl hairpin. From the hairpin, her curls fell to cover her shoulders that were left bare by her dress. It was silver, which the entire royal family were wearing tonight. It was risqué for the older crowd, a lower cut on what Maes referred to as her ‘ample bosom’. Where the Ularians were thin, she developed curves that were typically seen on the northern island of Galacia. 

Exactly on time, there was a knock at her door. Katar stood in his finery with a disgruntled look on his face. At 20, her baby brother was not quite a baby anymore even if his childish nature was still evident. Holding out his arm, he escorted her to the ballroom, already the pungent smell of hash weed on his clothes.

It was outlawed, although some of the younger elves would partake. Aurora would on occasion, but for Katar it was a daily occurrence. She suspected his orc friends were the cause.

Walking around the crowded ballroom, Aurora moved with practiced grace, visible enough to avoid suspicion, but never lingering in one spot for too long. If she stood in one spot for too long, some well intentioned male would surely corner her. 

The room felt too bright, and she could feel the heat of eyes on her. Hiding outright would only have her mother hunting her down, and that was the last thing she wanted tonight. She nursed the same glass of wine, its contents barely touched, her fingers tracing the rim as she skirted the edges of the room. The crush of bodies, the laughter, and the clinking of glasses all made her skin prickle with unease. She never did well with crowds.

Aurora paused near a pillar draped in ivy and silk, hoping for a moment’s respite. Behind her, two females leaned close, their voices hushed but sharp as they gossiped.

“Shame the King waited so long to marry them off,” one whispered, fan fluttering. She sounded young, younger than Aurora. She would likely be one of the recently married females.

Her companion tittered. “And at twenty-eight? Can you imagine how long it’ll take to marry off the other one? At least Princess Soliana worked to do her duty, but the younger princess...” She trailed off with a knowing sigh.

Aurora felt her cheeks heat. She walked off without waiting to hear the rest, her steps quickening as she slipped between clusters of guests. She opened her fan to attempt to cool her burning face. The whispers followed her, as persistent as the scent of roses in the air.

It was unusual for the royal family not to have betrothals arranged from birth, and even more unusual for females to be unwed past age twenty. With Aurora nearing twenty-five, her mother was frantic about finding suitable matches for both princesses. The Queen’s voice often cut through the family dinners, pushing her ideas on who would be a suitable match for her.

“Aurora, darling, you must at least consider Lord Malric. He’s from a fine family, and he’s taken quite a liking to you.”

Aurora would sigh, eyes flicking to her father for support. Her father, ever patient, would simply say, “Let them have a say in the matter, Lyra. They’re not bargaining chips.”

It didn’t matter if it was Lord Malric, Lord Caelum, or Lord Orlin, they were all shallow and empty headed. Her mother wasn’t picky either, her suggestions ranging from age eighteen to eighty.

Soliana, ever dutiful, had made her own desires clear. She just wanted someone kind and smart, someone she could be friends with down the line.

Aurora, on the other hand, had always been more direct. She wanted to find true love, if there was even a thing. She didn’t want someone that was just tolerable, she wanted someone who loved her, someone she would enjoy spending the rest of her life with. Her mother had other things in mind.

Tonight, as she navigated the ballroom, Aurora’s resolve wavered only for a moment. She caught sight of her mother across the room, deep in conversation with a group of mothers, no doubt discussing eligible bachelors. Aurora took a deep breath, lifted her chin, and continued her circuit, present but not truly part of the spectacle. If nothing else, she would survive the night on her own terms.

“My lady. I have been looking for you all night.” An annoying voice sounded behind her. Lord Sylorin, the youngest of what her mother called her “perspective suitors” always made sure to seek her out at each event.

“Lord Sylorin. What a pleasure.” Aurora’s flat tone and bored expression did nothing to dissuade the young man. Just barely eighteen, his mother pushed him into her sights as soon as she could. In her mind, proximity would win her over. To Aurora, he was a child.

“If you don’t mind, I’d love to be your first dance tonight.” She did mind, actually.

“Thank you, Lord Sylorin. It would be my pleasure.”

“Princess Aurora,” He bowed over her hand, turning to walk off like the painted peacock he resembled. At least she didn’t have to force his thin, cold lips from her hand this time.

“Not hiding out are you my dear?” A familiar deep voice was behind her.

“Father.” She said with a smile, glad that he was the male that appeared behind her this time. “And no, not hiding. Just taking a moment. I’ll have you know I’ve been mingling as appropriate.”

He smiled, the creases around his eyes deepening. “Of course you are. But I will warn you that your mother is on a rampage to introduce you to every eligible male in the room, you will be very busy dancing tonight.”

Aurora resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Joy. I’ll keep an eye out.”

“To keep up with all of your perspective suitors, right?” Aurora returned his smile.

“Of course, Father. I would never think to avoid them all night.” She meant that; her mother wouldn’t allow it. Even at this moment, her mother watched their interaction, her eyes glaring as if Aurora was using her father to avoid doing her duty. Her duty, her mother would never allow her to forget that as a princess her duty was to marry and produce more young for the crown. 
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THE TENSION IN THE palace could be cut with a knife as Katar escorted Aurora to the dining room. The siblings, though always close despite their age difference, walked in uncharacteristic silence. Soliana, ever proper and mature, had already taken her place across from her betrothed who sat to the right of their father.

The dinner was forgetful. Her mother sat her next to Lord Caelum, who thought she needed an extensive lesson on animal husbandry and how the dinner came to be. From the moment the first course was served, Lord Caelum launched into a long winded story on the origins of the evening’s menu.

“Did you know, Princess, that the beef you see before you come from my own herd?” he began, leaning in with a self-important air. Like most of the males that were paraded before her, they all tried to impress her with their wealth and livelihood. Aurora was never impressed.

Aurora forced a polite smile. “That’s... very impressive, my lord.”

He grinned, clearly pleased. “Oh, but that’s not all! The pork is from my prize sow, Buttercup. Raised her myself, fed her the finest acorns and apples. And the fish, well, I’m not a fan of fish, to be honest. Red meat and pork are far superior.”

Aurora’s stomach turned at the mention of the animals’ names and fates. She picked up her fork, carefully avoiding the meat, and reached for the fish instead.

Lord Caelum noticed and shook his head. “You really shouldn’t eat the fish, Your Highness. They’re riddled with parasites. Not fit for a lady of your station.”

Aurora paused, her fork hovering over her plate. “I’ve always enjoyed fish, my lord. I’m sure the palace chefs take every precaution.”

He chuckled, waving a hand. “Ah, but you can never be too careful! Pork is the way to go. What about a nice slice of Buttercup? I can tell you all about her, her favorite treats, her temperament, even the day she was born!”

Aurora swallowed hard, her appetite vanishing. “Thank you, but I think I’ll stick with the fish for now.”

Lord Caelum shrugged, undeterred. “Suit yourself. But if you change your mind, I’ve got a story about every animal on this table. Why, just last week...”

Aurora tuned out, focusing instead on the gentle clink of silverware and the murmur of other conversations. She caught Katar’s eye, mentally pleading for him to save her. Instead, he laughed into his wine.

Katar cleared his throat as he led her to the second ballroom, rescuing her as Lord Caelum attempted to offer his arm. “You’re awfully quiet tonight,” he said, his voice low.

Aurora glanced at him, her expression guarded. “You’re not exactly chatty yourself.”

He shrugged, but his eyes darted toward their mother, who watched them from across the hall, her gaze sharp as a hawk’s. “Something’s up,” Katar murmured. “You feel it, too, don’t you?”

Aurora nodded, her stomach tightening. With her mother’s usual tactics, she would have been approached my multiple males for opportunities to dance. Only being stopped with one filled her with unease. “I have a bad feeling about tonight. She’s too on edge, it can’t just be the wedding.”

Katar gave her a half-smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Well, if things get too weird, we can always make a run for it..”

Aurora managed a small laugh, but it faded as they entered the ballroom. The space was breathtaking, the tall pillars were painted silver, their surfaces shimmering with frost patterns that matched the enchanted winter theme. Soft, delicate snowflakes drifted from the ceiling, swirling through the warm air and vanishing just before they touched the ground. The effect was mesmerizing, the snowflakes perfect replicas of those outside, except these were conjured by her mother’s magic and did not melt.

Aurora paused just inside the doorway, awed despite herself. “She really outdid herself this time,” she whispered.

Katar nodded. “Mother always does. It’s almost enough to make you forget what’s waiting for us.”

Aurora turned to him, her voice barely audible. “What do you think it is? Another suitor?”

Katar sighed, running a hand through his hair. “With Mother, it could be anything. Just keep your head down and your wits about you.”

Aurora nodded, her heart pounding as she took in the glittering room, the drifting snowflakes, and the watchful eyes of her mother. The magic was beautiful, but beneath it, she sensed a storm brewing, one she wasn’t sure she was ready to face.

The ballroom was already nearly full when they were announced, all eyes turning to them as the prince and princess entered the room. Elves bowed as they walked past, Katar leading her to the throne where their parents and Soliana sat waiting. 

The first hour of the ball was peaceful, she could easily hide in the corners of the ballroom away from the main focus. Soliana was happy to receive all of the attention, with Lord Luthien preening under compliments from everyone in the kingdom. Katar, being the youngest, was able to slip out of the ballroom from time to time unnoticed, coming back with the smell of hash weed stronger each time. The glazed look in his eyes confirmed Aurora’s suspicions. 

Her mother stood in front of the throne, ready to give her speech that opens the dance floor. The crowd quickly hushed, all eyes watching the Queen.

“Noble lords and ladies of Ularius! Tonight, we gather not only to celebrate our goddess Opeyia, the first elf, but also to honor the bonds that keep our kingdom strong. It is in unity that we have weathered through all trials that come upon us, and in unity we shall greet the dawns that come.” The Queen looked around the room, eyes on her as they waited for the end of the toast.

“We have given congratulations to our heir Princess Soliana for her upcoming marriage. It is the duty of the royal family to nurture the harmony that sustains us. Thus, it is my pleasure to announce the news of another union that will further bind our noble houses and ensure the continued flourishing of Ularius. It is decreed that our second daughter, Princess Aurora, shall be betrothed to Lord Sylorin.”

Eyes turned to Aurora, shock spreading across the face of everyone in the room. She felt as if she froze on the spot, she could not have heard her mother correctly. Her heartbeat began to pick up wildly, her hands feeling cold and clammy. She forced her breathing to slow down to prevent passing out while everyone stared at her. She looked at the faces of her family, looks of disbelief, and in Soliana’s case, anger.

“His house has long served as loyal subjects of the crown, and together Aurora and Sylorin will continue to honor our houses.” Applause erupted across the room and the band began to play. The first dance originally planned to have Soliana and Lord Luthien to dance alone, but with the announcement of her apparent betrothal, Aurora was expected to open the dance floor as well. Her painted peacock made himself available instantly, standing in front of her with a short bow.

“When I told your mother of my intentions this morning, I did not expect you to agree so quickly.” He took her by the hand, leading her onto the dance floor to prepare for their waltz. “I am ecstatic of course. I knew you had to feel the same way about me as I did you, Princess. Or I guess we could skip titles now that we are more familiar with each other, yes Aurora?” He tried to pull her closer into his arms as Aurora forced him to keep a proper distance. He seemed nervous to her, the way his voice shook and his hands twitched as he tried to wrap them around her.

“I’d prefer if you didn’t attempt to get too close, Lord Sylorin. We are not wed yet.” If ever, if Aurora had anything to do with it. Aurora wasn’t sure what her mother was up to, but the heated whispers between her parents proved her father didn’t know either. There had to be some way out of this betrothal.

Aurora spent the dance avoiding the stare of her supposed fiancé as he tried to look lovingly into her eyes. It made her feel sick more than anything. He did not seem to notice and spent the time talking to himself about the wedding they were to have.

“Of course, I’d marry you now if it wasn’t for your sister’s wedding. I told your mother I’d be ready to marry you immediately, you just say the word.” Aurora’s smile was more of a grimace, happy the song was ending, and she could escape. Bile crept up her throat as he made a movement to follow her, forcing her to say she was going to the ladies room. She made a run for the gardens, planning on hiding among her roses for the rest of the night. Her roses always brought a comfort she didn’t find anywhere else.

“You have some nerve.” Aurora turned to find Soliana storming towards her. “I couldn’t have this moment to myself, you just had to try to one up me, didn’t you?” Aurora looked at her in confusion.

“What are you talking about?” Aurora was beginning to get annoyed, she just wanted to hide. The hot ballroom was beginning to feel too small, her heartrate speeding up as she knew she’d have to leave soon. 

“You can’t just magically get engaged right before my wedding! Why can’t I just have one moment Aurora?” For someone as old as she was, Soliana knew how to behave like a spoiled child. Their father spoiled them all to an extent, but Soliana held their mother’s approval. Everything she did was to keep herself at the center of that attention. Aurora stealing that attention was the worst thing she could do.

“I didn’t plan this! Mother sprung this on me just like she did you! I didn’t even know that ridiculous male went to mother about a proposal.” Surprise dawned on Soliana’s face. For a moment, she even seemed regretful.

“I’m sorry, I...” Aurora scoffed, wanting to be furthest away from the ballroom and that night.

“If you considered anyone but yourself, you’d be able to pull your head out of your ass long enough to realize I didn’t ask for this. I’ve never shown him a bit of interest. Now if you don’t mind, I’m leaving.” 

Aurora stormed off, satisfaction filling her as Soliana’s cheeks turned red in embarrassment. She would probably feel bad about snapping at Soliana but now was not the time. Her mother will lecture later about yelling out improper language. She ran for the rose garden, the large bushes providing the perfect cover. If she’s lucky, she can hide for the rest of the ball. Just her, the roses, and the gentle fall of snowflakes.

~*~
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THERE WERE 264 ELIGIBLE males in the kingdom, Katar counted. Of all the males their mother could choose for Aurora, she picked the one he wanted. He didn’t say anything when Sylorin began following Aurora around the ballroom of every event, she was clear in her lack of attraction. Their mother must have done something to force this.

He watched as the smoke rose above him. He would normally go to the rose garden to wait for Aurora, but he couldn’t bear to see her face. It wasn’t her fault but watching them dance around the room with his hand on her waist was enough for the night. Aurora was polite, going through the motions expected of her as princess. Sylorin couldn’t keep his eyes off of her, smiling and whispering to her throughout the dance. Every twirl and dip caused his heart to break a little more, a jagged dagger ripping through him. 

The younger male was never friends with him, even if their fathers were supposed to have been friends. His mother was protective of her only heir. He dreamed of being able to approach him, but their mothers would never approve. Sylorin was the only heir, and his mother needed him to produce more heirs. There was Soliana at least but being the only son his mother expected him to produce children as well.

“You shouldn’t be smoking that.” Father appeared behind him, Katar not caring enough to try to hide his hand rolled cigarette. If he was quiet enough, maybe he’ll be left alone to his own misery. “What is it son?”

Katar couldn’t find the words to explain, how a male he’s never spoken to has captured his heart the way no one else have done before. Tears gathered in his eyes, he hated to cry. Especially around his father. The lump in his throat felt heavy, his voice cracking when he opened his mouth to speak.

“Is it supposed to hurt this much?” His father put his arm around him, pulling him closer.

“Is what supposed to hurt?” The tears began to fall, dropping on his father’s silver vest.

“Love.” His father didn’t say anything for a long time. He just pulled him closer, crushing Katar into his chest. His father was a massive man, even at Katar’s height his father towered over him. He felt like a child in this moment, seeking out comfort in his father’s arms as if he had a scraped knee. 

“It can, at times. I’m sorry for whatever caused you to feel this way. If you’d like, I can talk about whatever you’re feeling. I do know a thing or two about love.” He attempted to smile, but he couldn’t be bothered to put forth the effort. Instead, he brought the cigarette back to his lips, taking a long drag of his hash weed before putting it out.

“Shouldn’t take too long, mother will be cross if both of us are missing.” Rubbing his face and pasting on a fake smile, he walked back into the ballroom being the jovial elf he was known to be.

~*~
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THE NIGHT BEFORE THE Aisa festival play and Throkk was still tending the garden. His sprained ankle got him out of the mines for the next few weeks, they took mercy on him after his hobbling slowed down the rest of the crew.

He ended up working in the vegetable patches, pulling up weeds and following behind the children picking vegetables. It was demeaning to a degree, but easy work. Hopefully with the few weeks in the gardens he’d be well enough to return to the mines, despite his lack of medical knowledge while wrapping his ankle.

He was near the roses and could always smell the blooms when he began his rows. There was another scent that surrounded him now. He couldn’t place it, the scent full of contradictions. It was earthy but citrusy, sweet yet woody. It wouldn’t surprise him if it was some rare flower, this was the royal family’s garden. He’d ask Katar if he didn’t think the male would find it hilarious if he suddenly took an interest in the roses.

As far as the royal family went, Katar was decent. He has been sneaking off to the slums for as long as he’s been able to get out of the palace unnoticed. The King and Queen pretended they didn’t exist, avoiding them at all costs. The Princesses seem indifferent to him, although Katar swears the younger princess is different. He didn’t know the difference between the princesses to know that.

Throkk would rather come to his conclusion on someone’s character on his own. He can’t judge someone without looking into their eyes first. Soft footsteps behind him stopped his internal thoughts, turning to see Gorla, his most trusted friend approaching. Their friendship has been rocky for some time, after too much ale Gorla confessed to having feelings for him that he could not return. She avoided him originally, but they had important work to do.

“Having fun among the daisies, are we Throkk?” She teased slightly in Orcish, hesitant in case someone would overhear them. It felt good to feel as if they were getting back to normal. It was her insistence that he quit being stubborn and tried switching jobs while his ankle healed. Her exact words being for him to “remove his head from his ass and get out of their way.”

“Gorla, any news?” Her expression instantly turned serious. She could joke with everyone, but when it was time for business, she was focused.

“We’re set to meet tonight, after their festivities are over. Some are working later tonight, Vek says the prince is expecting a long night.” Vek and Katar made an odd pair of friends, but the two were attached at the hip for years.

Throkk nodded, looking around to make sure they weren’t being overheard. Most were done working in the garden by then, however with his ankle he had to take frequent breaks. The best part of working in the garden is he could work at his own pace, as long as he completed his tasks before leaving.

“I’ll see you tonight.” Throkk watched as Gorla walked back towards the slums. The second she was out of sight, he sat back down on the ground. His ankle really fucking hurt.
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Chapter Two
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"Fuck!" The harsh words startled Aurora, causing her to jump from her hiding place behind the rose bushes. One of the garden Orcs was nearby, tending to a clearly swollen ankle. The bands around his ankles were not helping but Aurora assumed it was a part of their uniform, all of the orcs wore matching bands.

She’s never been this close to an orc. The ones who worked in the palace were separated from the royal family. The ones in the garden were already past her rose garden by the time she came outside, their workday starting shortly after dawn. His skin was dark with hints of gray and green. His hair was black, shaved low on the sides. On the top of his head the hair was left long, one braid that hung down his back.

"You shouldn't walk on that." The words left her mouth before she could stop herself. Her mother would be appalled to know she was speaking to an Orc other than to give them instructions. She seemed to have startled him as well, taking a step back using his injured leg causing him to wince.

"I'll be sure to stop by a healer and have it mended. Thanks for the suggestion, Princess." His tone was surprising, almost mocking. She never heard an orc speak that way around her father, or in a negative tone at all. The orcs always seemed like a happy group.

"I can just heal it myself, it's no bother
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