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By C. Y. Croc

*
[image: image]


They came, and they conquered.

We cower in their presence - the enormous green men not of this world.

They are monsters.

But their king is the worse monster of them all.

The men under his command are heinous in every way, yet they bow down to him.

Little do I know, out of every woman in our village, I am his chosen one.

But being chosen comes at a cost - his step brothers want me too.

This is a nightmare I shouldn’t be enjoying.

His yellow eyes strip the clothes from my back when they sweep over me, and my body quivers under their intensity.

I hear the gossip. The king only needs a human for one thing - to create a son and heir.

What should I do? My only hope is to escape.

I can’t let him claim me, but I can’t deny him.

He is their king, but he’s now my king, too.

Why is my body betraying me? My heart palpitates and my knees go weak when he comes near.

Do I turn down his advances? Do I tell him about the improper advances of his brothers?

Either way, I’m screwed...literally!
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To lovers of men not of this world.
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It’s been less than a year since I succeeded my father in becoming king of our clan. My father’s reputation as the most ruthless and heinous orc king ever to rule the Nevari lands in the orc kingdom is hard to follow. But unlike my father, I have no desire to continue to rule with his bloodthirsty desire for war and domination. I’ll rule my kingdom my way.

My stepbrothers stalk my every move, waiting for me to slip up, or better still, for me to die so they can claim my throne. So far, I’ve done everything in my power to make sure that never happens. 

I’m proud to be an orc. I’m as barbaric as any of the kings who rule the other lands in the orc world, and I rule with an iron fist. But I’m not as cruel as my father was. I think my step-brothers see this as a weakness. Their desire to obtain my throne is overwhelming them, and they will do everything in their power to put my crown on one of their heads.

The worlds I invade for ore would be nothing more than ruins, piled high with corpses if either of them were king, much as my father had ruled. Even though I am the only one with my father’s blood running through my veins, my brothers are more his sons in character, matched by their cruelty and greed. 

I enter new worlds. I take what I want, and I leave. There’s little to be gained from slaughtering the inhabitants of the worlds. My father killed for fun. I kill only to protect what’s mine. If the inhabitants of the worlds I raid are stupid enough, and try to stop me taking what is worthless to them, but precious to the orcs, they die. Otherwise, I just take what I want and move onto the next world. Mines can be filled in, trees replanted, dwellings rebuilt. But the dead...they can’t be brought back.

Sitting on top of my warg-wolf, I glance back at the small army I brought through the portal with me as I survey this new world. It’s clear to see it’s ripe and abundant with life. The sky is blue and the ground is green. I have a good feeling in my chest about this world. Is it optimism? Maybe this world will harvest all the mineral ore we need, then we can finally go home and I won’t have to raid other worlds anymore.

My gut tightens when I remember I’m yet to sire an heir. Time is running out. If I don’t mate soon and produce a son as our orc law proclaims, Nimbus and Sar will be able to make a claim on my throne. But if I go back to my world and waste time seeking a royal mate to claim there, I’ll be leaving my brothers in charge of the army. They would be able to turn some of them against me with their lies. I have many loyal followers, but Nimbus and Sar will stop at nothing to persuade my allies to abandon me—even torture and death.

A plume of smoke catches my eye as it swirls into the sky above a tree line to my right. My jaw clenches and a growl rumbles up from my chest. Nimbus and Sar came ahead of me to this world, and I can guarantee they’ve raped and pillaged against my wishes. With gritted teeth, I give the order to head in the direction of the smoke. 

When we emerge from the forest, I see where the smoke is coming from. There’s a stone castle on top of a hill. There’s a flag flying from it with a royal crest. It must be a palace. It will be the ideal place to accommodate me. The king who resides there will have no rule over me. In fact, if he has a daughter, I’ll consider taking her as my mate. It will be an honour for him to have his daughter mated to an orc king, and I will be able to get an heir without returning through the portal to the orc world. I allow the edge of my mouth to hitch. I’ll get my son after all.

As I make my way past the perimeter wall and through the enormous wooden gates, I see the two males who serve under Nimbus and Sar’s are in the courtyard. They don’t rise from the uniformed human males they are sitting astride, and my hands clench into fists at their display of disrespect to me as their king. 

In a split second I have dismounted my warg-wolf and have daggers in my hands held against both of their jugulars. “How dare you ignore the presence of your king!” Their flaring nostrils are the only indicator of their bubbling wrath. I know they would rather one of my brothers be king, and before I can put an end to their insolence, a voice from behind stops me.

“King Kagan, my males were ordered not to move—no matter what or for whom.” My stepbrother Nimbus doesn’t even try to hide the contempt for me in his voice behind his lie. “Look! We have a gift for you.”

Lowering my daggers, I spin on my heels. In between my stepbrothers is a well-dressed female with a small crown on top of her head. I presume she’s the queen. She’s weeping uncontrollably and by the state of her crumpled clothing, I have a strong suspicion I know why.

I stride forward, ignoring my brothers and aim my question directly at the queen. “Where is your king?”

Her head lifts and her blue eyes look up into mine. “Dead...these-these monsters killed him.”

My head snatches from left to right, looking from Sar to Nimbus, anger rising in me like a sun rising over a horizon. “I gave no orders for this.”

“He resisted,” says Sar with a churlish grin.

“Lies,” says the queen, sobbing.

“Shut your filthy human mouth,” says Nimbus, and shoves her in the small of the back. The queen stumbles towards me. “There. She’s now yours to mate, King Kagan.”

My eyes narrow and I stab a finger at her belly. “Not now she’s been mauled by you two.” She wraps her arms around herself, confirming my accusation, and my anger rises. “What of your children, queen? Have my brothers touched them?” 

Her face contorts as she shakes her head. “No, I have no offspring. I am barren, and now I know why the good Lord made me this way... It was to protect my unborn children from monsters like you!”

Her words cut deep.

A monster—me?

No...I’m not like my father...or my step-brothers.

Looking back over my shoulder to my second in command, I gesture for Dreff to come over. “Dreff, take the queen to her chambers and post a guard outside her door.” I turn back to glare at my step-brothers. “We don’t want any rats getting into the queen’s chamber.”

Dreff leads her away and motions for one of my warriors to follow him. I’m left facing the leery grins of the brothers whom I wish I could cut down and slaughter right at this very moment. 

I suppose I am a monster.

“No heir for you, King Kagan. Time is running out...tic toc, tic toc,” says Nimbus.

I take a step closer to him, bringing my face an inch from his. Our tusks scrape together. “Not if I can find a noble female from this world.”

He huffs his displeasure and I lift my head and call after Dreff. “I’m heading for the nearest village. Meet me there when the queen is secured!”

I snarl at my brothers and turn my back on them, then I leap onto the back of my warg-wolf and ride out of the courtyard. My army follows me.



Flora 

THE IRONMONGER’S SON comes running through the centre of the village, shrieking at the top of his lungs. “Monsters are coming! Monsters killed the king!”

Screams and gasps sound out before the panic sets in. Mothers grab their children and run into their homes, while men grab anything that will act as a weapon. Pitchforks. Knives. Hammers.

I look amongst the panicking crowd for my father, my heart pounding against my chest, fearful of his safety. Then I spot him doing exactly the same—searching for me. We run towards each other and when I reach him; he holds me by the tops of my arms. 

His face is crumpled with worry. “You must hide Flora. Go to the store and get into the cellar!”

Shaking my head to show him my answer, my eyes are wide and fearful at the thought of hiding without him. “No. Not without you, father.”

His lips pull into a tight thin line, turning white. “Do as I say Florence! I must stay with the others and fight.”

I know things are serious because he’s calling me by my full name, and I nod dutifully. “Okay, but please promise me, father, not to do anything stupid.”

He grabs hold of my head and pulls me towards him, kissing the top of it. “I won’t my little princess.”

A smile tugs the edges of my mouth up. He hasn’t called me that since I was a little girl. I nod and turn away, then sprint towards the store. 

Inside, it still smells of the day’s baking, and the many loaves of bread my father cooked in the store’s clay oven earlier this morning. Normally, the wonderful aroma is a cloak of happiness that wraps itself around me, filling my head with happy childhood memories of tasting the first breads and scones fresh from the oven. But now it does nothing to quash the tide of sickness threatening to erupt into my throat, caused by my worry for my father. 

Pulling open the trapdoor, I run down the wooden steps into the small cellar and slam the cover closed over my head. Then, going over to the cellar wall, I grab a bucket and turn it upside down. I step onto it and put my eyes against the small window at foot level, seeing out onto the road outside.

From the store’s prominent position in the village, I can clearly see into the thoroughfare outside. There are still men running away, but most of them are grouped together with their weapons held tight in knuckle white hands.

I twist my head slightly for a better view down the thoroughfare, towards the entrance to the village, but I can’t see anything. 

It’s the low thudding that first alerts me something is coming our way. It’s a deep vibration that comes up through the ground, through the bucket and up through the soles of my feet, travelling all the way up through my quivering legs into my chest.

Whatever it is, it’s not small, and it’s not alone. I strain my ears, needing to find out more about what is coming before it gets here. I can hear a marching of sorts, then I see a plume of dust, but it hides what is concealed inside it.

Gasps from the male villagers steer my eyes back in their direction, but the looks of horror on their faces turn my skin icy cold. I’m desperate to see what they are seeing. I turn my head back towards the oncoming cloud of dust and hold my breath in anticipation as I wait for it to clear. My heartbeats match the thuds resonating in my chest, thud for thud and without realising it, my nails are digging into the cellar wall.

I recoil and almost fall off the bucket when I see him. 

The ironmonger’s son was right. 

He is a monster—a big green monster.

The monster sits astride a wolf, the size of which I’ve never seen before. He’s as scary as I’d imagined. Man-like in appearance, he has green skin stretched across bulging muscles which have gnarly veins snaking across them. My bulging eyes travel up higher and I gasp when I see his face. He has tusks protruding from a mouth atop a jutting square jaw. 

Behind him are more of the same monstrous men, too many for our villagers to rush and attack. Not that they’d stand a chance. It would be suicide. The green monster men tower over them.

My jaw drops open when I see it’s my father who approaches them, and I have to slam my hand over my mouth to stop myself from calling out to stop him.

The huge monster-man leading the small army dismounts the wolf, and strides with purpose towards my father. My heart goes wild as I fear the worst, because when the monster is standing in front of him, his sheer bulk alone dwarfs my frail old father. 

“Where are your nobles?” 

The monster’s voice is deep, dark and commanding. My breath catches in my throat.

“Our king and queen are the only noble folk in this part of the world... Who and what are you? And what do you want here?”

The green man ignores my father’s question. “Where are your females?”

My father glances towards the store, and I duck in case he sees me. “We-we have no females here. Illness wiped them out, many moons ago.”

The green man growls, and the villagers shuffle, unsettled by the noise that sounded as though it came from a wild animal. “Is that so?” The monster looks over his shoulder. “Dreff, take males and search the dwellings.”

Some of the younger male villagers raise their weapons and run at the monster named Dreff, but he’s far quicker than his size should allow. He withdraws a long arced sword and swishes it so fast, my eyes have trouble keeping up with the blade. The top half of the weapons in the villagers’ hands are sliced off and the mishmash of broken made-up weapons drop to the ground at their feet. 

The monster named Dreff roars and shakes his head at them and they step back into place with faces as white as the snow-topped mountains in the distance. The other monster men walk past them and head into the dwellings and stores.

My eyes dart back and forth between the homes I know some of the village women will be hiding in, and the monster-man who appears to be in charge. What the hell does he want with the women?

Screams alert me that some of the women have been found and one by one, I watch in horror as they are dragged out of their homes and paraded past their husbands and sons to stand in front of the monster leader. He inspects them keenly. Just as he might if he were selecting which vegetables he wanted cooked with his meat.

Morąg, an elderly woman who keeps herself to herself steps forward and motions for the large green leader to bend down to her. To my astonishment, he does.

What the hell is she whispering to him? I hope she isn’t telling them where we store the grains we’ve collected for winter. The leader does a hand signal to the monster called Dreff and my heart literally jumps up into my throat when I see him heading my way.

My eyes sweep the cellar for somewhere to hide, but there’s nothing in this empty space except for a few trays stacked against a wall.

Heavy footsteps above me alert me he’s in the store and my teeth clench tight as I bring my hands together to pray. 

But my prayer is barely finished when the hatch to the cellar is almost pulled off its hinges when the monster hauls it open. I scream, but he doesn’t bat an eyelid. He doesn’t even bother with the steps; he leaps down into the cellar and then has to duck down as he walks over to me.

I go rigid with fear as he roughly grabs me, stuffing me under an enormous arm. And before I know what’s happened, I am outside on the thoroughfare and standing in the middle of a group of village women in front of the giant green leader.
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My eyes sweep across the human females. None look noble. None look strong enough to even bear my son. They are all but jutted out ribs and spindly limbs, with barely any flesh on their bones. I sigh. I need an heir—I’m desperate for one, and before the year is at its end. But the orc law states I can only unite with someone of noble rank.

My eyes sweep across the sorry sight. “Who of you is nobility?”

They turn their heads and look at each other with wide eyes, as if I’ve asked them to name every king from every land in my orc world. Going back to the first one ever to be appointed and crowned.

An older female edges out of the crowd and tentatively approaches me. She gestures for me to lower to her height. Leaning my head closer to hers, but keeping alert for any hidden weapons, I cock my chin up, giving her permission to speak. “I have some very important information for you, orc king.” I’m surprised she knows we are orcs and I incline my head, encouraging her to continue. She drops her voice as curious eyes from the crowd behind her look her way. “There is a noble here amongst us, and she is a hidden princess.” My brow shoots up and I glance at the scrawny females is disbelief. From their wretchedness, they look as if they would be better suited waiting on royalty rather than being a royal. “She’s not one of them. The woman you seek is hiding in the cellar in the bakery store to your left.”

My brow pulls tightly together. I saw some of my males go into that dwelling and return empty-handed. Glancing back at Dreff, I signal for him to go and check. I turn my attention back to the older female. “Why should I believe what you are telling me is the truth? What do you hope to gain by divulging this information, female?”

Her mouth drops open as if she appears to suddenly realise, if what she has told me turns out to be a falsehood, her safety might be in question. “I merely want to ensure my own safety... The princess. I-I was there at her birth. I delivered the baby myself. It’s a royal’s bastard child, and the mother died in childbirth.”

Dreff’s immense bulk catches the corner of my eye as he emerges from the building carrying something underneath his arm. 

One of the older human male gasps aloud. “No, not my daughter.” He sends daggers at the tattletale female standing before me.

Dreff deposits what he’s carrying on the ground before me. I look at the back of the female with hair the colour of midnight, studying her from head to toe while she is looking towards where the older male is standing. I realise he must have just been referring to the female in front of me. She must be his daughter.

“Female.” The small figure bristles. “Turn around and face me.”

Slowly, she turns. The first thing that strikes me are her intense green eyes. They are almost the same colour as my skin. I suck in a gasp. Her skin is completely void of colour, as if it’s been drained away, except for her lips. They are the colour of the mineral ore we dig for. I have an intense desire to pull her face to mine and touch my lips to hers so that I can taste their plumpness. Compared to the other human females whom I find to be quite bland in appearance, this female’s face has angles that sets my heart racing.

My eyes drop lower, taking in her form. Unlike the females surrounding her, this one has roundness to her hips, and full breasts that would lactate well for my son. 

Reaching forward, I hook my claw under her chin and upturn her face to mine. “I choose you as my mate female.” She gasps and I get to see the small wet tongue inside her mouth. My cock stiffens as I imagine that tongue curled around its girth. 

The older man rushes forward and I sidestep my chosen mate to halt him in his tracks, pushing my large hand to his small chest. His ribs feel like that of a bird. Dreff and two other of my warriors rush forward. “Please! No. Don’t take my daughter. Take me instead.”

Dreff scoffs. “King Kagan can mate any female he chooses you fool.”

The female’s eyes widen, and she looks up to meet my heated gaze. I turn away from her to look at her father. “Your daughter will come to no harm, but she is mine now—my mate.” A strangled noise emits from his throat.

Turning my head to the older female who had approached me, I stab my finger at her. “You will accompany us. You will be there to birth my heir, too.”  Dreff steps forward and takes hold of her.

The older male’s eyes bulge as he looks her way, betrayal washing over his wrinkled face.

Grabbing hold of my mate, she’s forced to look away from her father as I sweep her off her feet. She automatically links her arms around my neck, and her soft touch sends tingles down my spine. My nose lowers to her hair and I inhale my first scent of her. Her personal aroma is a mix of smells. Blooms, bread, femininity. My nostrils flare, liking what they smell and sending heat to my loins. I want to scent every crevice of her body. My warg-wolf bows down for me, and I jump up onto its back with my mate in my arms. 

I let the female take one final look at her father before I turn my wolf around and run ahead of my army. My pulse is racing. I want to get my mate back soon. I can’t wait to taste my female’s lips.



Flora 

I’M ALLOWED THE BRIEFEST glimpse of my father before I’m whisked up into the monster’s arms. My hands subconsciously reach around the enormous expanse of his neck, and I’m surprised at the roughness of his skin. 

Before I know what’s happening, the wolf we’re upon is running at speed towards the king’s palace.

My mind is a muddle as I try to process what just happened. Chosen? Mate? He wants Morąg to be at his son’s birth?

It’s as though a bucket of cold ice has been poured down the back of my dress as I realise the monster king has chosen me as his mate, and he expects me to bear his son.

Stars flicker in front of my eyes and my cheek slams against his rock-hard chest as I all but faint from the shocking comprehension. The monster smells unlike any man in the village I’ve had the displeasure of being close to. But unlike the sweat of labour that is prevalent on the workingmen of the village, this monster-man’s scent is intoxicating. I smell oaky woods, forest greens, spices and smoke. Even herbals unknown to me. His smell is dark, and it’s lush. 

It’s only when we come to an abrupt stop and the ungodly stench of death hits me that I have the nerve to lift my head and allow my closed eyelids to flicker open. My jaw drops. We are in the courtyard of the king’s castle and there are lifeless bloody bodies of guards strewn haphazardly everywhere.

Bile rises into my throat, but I swallow it down. I don’t want to undignify myself or disrespect the dead by vomiting where they lie.

The monster climbs down from the wolf with me still in his arms, but he doesn’t attempt to set me down. My hands drop from his neck. It feels wrong to embrace the monster-man who must have instigated the mass termination of so many lives.

The monster king’s face tilts down and his yellow eyes bore into mine with such intensity my stomach instantly becomes a nest of vipers and my heart feels as though it might burst at any moment.

The approaching sound of another wolf from behind gives me a chance to break the hypnotic spell. I rip my eyes from his and turn to see the monster named Dreff on his wolf creature holding Morąg in front of him. They dismount and the monster king barks out orders and then strides purposely towards the large entrance doors of the castle. “Follow me Dreff. I need to find a chamber for my mate.”

There it is again—mate. My fate is sealed without so much as one word of objection from me. Why am I acting so placid and docile? I can’t be here. I need to make sure my father is safe.

The monster-king walks briskly through the castle and I’m momentarily distracted by its opulence. That is until I spot another corpse—a servant woman, then it’s as if I’ve been slapped in the face as the reality of this living nightmare kicks in again.

“Let me go!” I wriggle to break free of his grip, but his hands are like shovels. His grip tightens on me, but he doesn’t answer. I can feel a low menacing growl reverberating from his chest as he walks through the palace. He goes from door to door as we come upon them, kicking them open, taking a moment to view the corpses when we stumble across another one. Is he searching for a chamber to put me in? It will be more like prison cell to me.

He stops abruptly and looks back over his shoulder. “Dreff. I’m enraged by what I’m seeing... Where are the sleeping chambers?” 

“Up ahead Kagan. Bear right and the chambers are located on the east side of the castle.”

Enraged? Is the opulence of the palace not up to his standards? I feel the heat of a glare on the back of my head and twist my neck to see Morąg staring at me. She is motionless in Dreff’s arms, as if resigned to her fate. She won’t be that motionless when my fingers are wrapped around her scrawny neck.

Balling my hands into fists, I pound at a chest that feels like a boulder that’s been sitting in the sun. “You have no right to do this...no right to take me and kill all of these people!”

A voice that sets the hairs on my arms on end makes me instantly stop my pummelling. “Kagan... What do you have there? A village wench? You can’t sire an heir with a commoner.” My head spins forward to see where the voice came from, and my stomach pinches when I see two new monsters blocking the path and these two look evil. To my astonishment, Kagan doesn’t stop walking. He barges through the middle of them. The dark voice changes and I hear the other one speak. “Don’t worry. We’ll see to it that she stretches enough for your first fuck with her.”

My heart misses a beat at their comment. I’ve heard the young men whisper fuck when I’ve passed them, and I know if it’s a word that is whispered, it’s not a good one, even though I have no clue what it means,

Kagan stops dead in his tracks and spins to face them. I see Dreff holding Morąg directly behind them, and the two new monsters are sandwiched in between us. 

“If either one of you lays one fucking finger on my mate, I’ll cut those fingers off and ram them up your cock eyes! Brothers or not.”

I blanch at such profanities. I’ve also heard that word before, but I’ve never heard such vile connotations in my life.

The monsters scoff, but I can see by the wildness behind their eyes they didn’t like the king’s threat. 

The first one who spoke speaks again. “Keep the scrawny whore. There are plenty more in the village below.”

They barge past Dreff and I watch their enormous backs as they walk side by side down the corridor. A chill runs the length of my spine. I don’t know how, but I know those two are evil personified. 

Kagan doesn’t turn around until they are out of sight.

“They are getting cockier by the day Kagan,” says Dreff.

Kagan growls and spins on his heels. His strides have an urgency that wasn’t there before. My chest tightens and my sixth sense warns me the words of the two monster-men have just stoked a fire in the king that was just a small flicker before.

We round a corner and I see another monster at the end of the corridor standing guard at a door nursing what look to be fresh wounds. Kagan’s body tenses and he calls down to him. “Ugbor! What happened?”

“My king. Your brothers...they overpowered me and gained entry into the queen’s chamber. I-I’m sorry for failing your orders.” 

“The queen—is she still alive?”

“Yes, my king, but she is injured.”

A roar so loud I have to cover my ears rumbles up from Kagan’s chest. He turns to Dreff and points at Morąg. “Take that female and tend to the queen. I’ll be with you shortly.”

Dreff marches at speed down the corridor with Morąg in his arms. One more door is kicked open and Dreff and Morąg disappear from my sight as Kagan enters the room with me.

The room is a beautiful bedchamber, and so much like the one I’ve dreamed of living in one day, but its beauty is not important right now. My heart is galloping in my chest as the news the guard has just delivered sinks in. The queen is injured and Kagan’s brothers were the ones to inflict those injuries. 

I’m overwhelmed with nausea. What kind of sick family are they? Their glowing yellow eyes, tusks and green skin give me my answer as Kagan slings me like a rag doll onto the bed—they are a family of monsters.

I flounder like a fish out of water. 

Kagan stands like a mountain over me. His eyes raking over my exposed legs. I pull down my dress and draw my legs into my body as I sit myself up. My bravado finally making an appearance. “You-you’ll never sire a son with me... I-I’ll never be your mate!”

His hands clench into fists by his side and his nostrils flare. I momentarily fear for my life. “You will mate with me...that is, if you want me to protect your father from my brothers.”

My breath hitches in my throat and my gut tightens. I open my mouth to answer, but Kagan turns his gigantic back on me and storms out of the bedchamber. Tears brim on my lower lashes, but I swipe them away with the back of my hand. 

I cannot show weakness...I need to be strong for my father.
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My heart is hammering wildly against my chest as I leave the female I’ve chosen as my mate and head back out into the corridor. I didn’t expect my body to react the way it did at seeing her exposed flesh or the frightened look in her eyes when she saw me looking at her legs. Now I’m doubting myself. Was claiming her as my mate the right thing to do?

I shake my head to rid myself of my doubts.

Yes, it’s the right thing to do for my kingdom—it’s the only thing to do. My reign as king over the Nevari lands is my priority. Not the female. 

Straightening to my full height I head to the queen’s bedchamber. The guard Dreff placed outside looks anxiously in my direction as I approach him. 

He doesn’t see my fist because all my pent-up anger at my brothers is behind it and it flies at him as quick as a spear tip. It makes contact with his gut and he doubles, coughing and gasping for air. “You let your orc king down. You let Dreff down. But worse, you let down the human queen under your protection.”

He raises his head, still bent double, and splutters out his response. “B-but they are royalty...they are your brothers.”

“Brothers, but not by blood. You should have sunk your sword and dagger into their skulls.”

I don’t wait for his reply. Pushing past him, I open the bedchamber door. But the sight that greets me gives me little comfort. The queen is lying on top of the bed with a blanket draped over her entire body, from head to feet. 

My wide eyes go immediately to Dreff. He shakes his head.

The woman takes a step towards me. “I-I tried to revive her...but it was too late. She was already gone. I found this bottle in her hand... I think it’s poison. She must have taken her own life.”

My fists clench tight and my claws dig into the palms of my hands. This way of invading a new world was my father’s way. Death and destruction is not what I want. I just want ore and a son to stop my heinous brothers from taking my kingdom and causing more annihilation.

I stab my finger at the female. “You will stay here at the palace and wait on my mate. Prepare her for a ceremony.” I turn my back on her and head for the door. Her small voice stops me before I leave. “What type of ceremony?” Keeping my back to her I reply. “Our mating ceremony. It will be held in the great hall in four hours. Bathe her and find one of the queens best garments to dress her in, she’ll not be needing them anymore. Dreff, follow me!”

Dreff’s heavy footfall falls in behind me as I stride with purpose down the corridor. He appears at my side. “Is there anything you need me to do for the ceremony King Kagan?”

“I want the corpses removed and a burial conducted for the dead king and queen. Commandeer our cook to make a banquet for after the ceremony and tell him to use what food is in the royal larder. And when I get back, prepare me a tub to bathe in.”

“Where are you going, my lord? Do you not want me to accompany you?”

“No. I’m going to warn those so-called royal brothers of mine—those damn fucking imposters. Just because their mother wed my father they think they can take what I have. I’m going to warn them to keep their fucking hands off all human females, including the ones in the village”

My wrath is all-consuming as I go in search of my stepbrothers. I storm the palace to find them, and around every corner I turn, I find a human corpse. My blood boils and my jaw moves from side to side, grinding my tusks along my top lip. They really exceeded themselves this time. 

I find them in the great hall where I’ll be celebrating my mating ceremony with a banquet in a few short hours. They are sitting at the top table feasting on a cooked bird that must have been the king’s last meal because a crowned man lies on his back at their feet, with a dagger jutting from his chest. 

It takes me just seconds to get from the entrance to the table. Nimbus has his mouth wide open and his hand gripping some meat poised in front of it when I wrap my fingers around his throat. “You killed the queen—you fucking killed them all.” Sar jumps to his feet and reaches for the hilt of his sword, but I have the tip of mine held at his jugular before he touches it. I twist my neck to look at him, my death glare boring into him. “Sit!”

He growls as he replaces his butt back onto the seat. “What are you going to do...king?”

He taunts me with the way he says my title, thinking I’ll do nothing. But those times are over. They’ve overstepped the line by slaughtering the king and queen and every soul that was here in the palace and there’s no going back. From what I’ve seen, the guards and staff didn’t even put up any resistance when they were killed. That means they were taken by surprise. My brothers hadn’t even asked for their surrender.

With a flick of my wrist, I carve a deep rut down Sar’s cheek. His hand rises to the wound, but he surprises me by not flinching with the pain. His glower of hatred for me intensifies.

Nimbus pulls at my fingers until he can suck in air to speak. “They were nobodies. Just lowly fucking humans. Their bodies are not worth cleaning my blade on.”

I bring my face closer to his and spittle flies from my mouth as I roar my reply. “That’s not your decision to make! I am the king of the orcs. You’d better start remembering that or our connection through marriage will be severed when I run my sword through both of you.”

Sar finds his tongue again. “The males serving under us will not let our deaths go unavenged.”

“Then I’ll kill them too,” I roar. An ominous silence falls over him. “From now on, you keep your claws off all the human females, and the human males, as well... Understood?”

Nimbus growls before he answers. “Yes.”

I swing my head back to Sar, and his face clouds, but he still answers reluctantly. “Yes.”

Releasing Nimbus, I take a step back from them, dropping my sword from Sar’s face, but not replacing it in its sheath. 

Turning my back on them, I walk at a steady pace from the hall, and I don’t hear a peep from them on my way out. Outside the palace, I mount my warg-wolf again. My army is back from the village and the orc males under my command are already piling the corpses of the human soldiers onto the back of a cart. 

With a heavy sigh, I head for the village to fetch the male who claims to be my mate’s father. I want to find exactly who he is to her. If he’s a relative, I want him here at the ceremony. I want our time here to be peaceful, because if my instincts are correct and this world is indeed rich in ore, we’ll be here a long time mining it.




Flora 

I’M STANDING AT THE window watching green monsters collecting the king’s dead soldiers and piling them high onto a cart with as little regard as they would have for slaughtered pigs ready for market. 

My stomach is in knots. Is this an invasion? What do the monsters want? If they want a queen to sire a son for the monster king, then why choose me? Our king is dead and now the queen is free for the monster king to have.

A knock on the door makes me jump with a start. Morąg’s face appears around it. I bristle. It was after she approached the monster king that I was found.

“What do you want?” I spit.

“I have some sad news.”

My heart skips a beat as I fear the worst for my father’s safety. “Is it my father? Have those monstrous bastards hurt him?” I fight to keep the tears balancing on my lower lashes from falling. 

She shakes her head. “No...although I have no idea what has happened in the village since our departure. No. The news is about the queen. She’s dead.”

“What?! Did-did he kill her?”

“Who? The orc king?” Morąg shakes her head.

“Orc? Is that what they are? The monsters?” 

Morąg nods. “Yes, I think that’s what they are. When I was a girl, I heard stories from my grandparents, who were reciting stories they had heard from their grandparents, of a time when such men came to our world.”

My brows draw together. “So the monsters have been here before?”

“So the stories retold to me imply.”

“And what did they say?”

“That five green monsters as tall as giants with tusks as white as snow came through a magical slit that appeared from out of nowhere. And that it took one hundred men, fighting from dawn till dusk to defeat them, and when the sun had set, just three of those men were still alive—barely.”

Every hair covering my body is now standing tall and my skin resembles that of a plucked goose. I shiver and clasp my hands around myself. “What happened to the queen? Was it the men who the guard couldn’t stop?”

Morąg’s lips pull tight into thin white strips as she nods. “Well, yes, I think it was them who contributed to her death. She had her virtue stolen from her. But she took her own life using poison. I don’t think she could live with the horror visited on her.”

I shiver. Life means nothing to them. They have been here barely hours and already there are corpses piled high. A thought makes me shiver again. “With the king and queen dead and no heirs to take over their throne...who will rule us now?” I blanch as I shake my head. “Surely not that monster orc king?”

Morąg nods her head slowly. “Yes, and you.”

My mouth drops open. “What! I can’t rule. I’m being forced to mate with the orc king, but I have no noble blood in my veins. The subjects of Dinkensire will hate being ruled by an orc king, but they’ll welcome a commoner on the throne even less.” 

Morąg holds my gaze with her intense glare. “You’re not a commoner, Florence.”

I frown at Morąg as if she’s lost her mind. “Morąg. I thought you knew everything about everyone. You know I was born in the village to Scarlett and my father, Samuel. Why would you say such a thing?”

“Because I was there when you were born.”

I shrug my shoulders. “So? And what? You saw a baker’s daughter come into the world and then you must have seen how my birth killed my mother.”

“I did witness your mother’s passing, but as well as Samuel being there to witness all, royalty was also present.”

Now I know why everyone in the village avoids her. She’s gone stark raving mad. “I shake my head and point towards the door. “That’s enough. Get out!”

She shakes her head. “I can’t leave. I’ve been ordered by the orc king to be your lady-in-waiting.”

“Out!” I screech at the top of my lungs. I’m emotional enough as it is without listening to all this talk about witnessing my mother’s death and nonsense about royalty being at my birth.

“I’m going, but only to boil water for your bath and to find clothing for your union tonight.”

She disappears back into the hallway and closes the door behind her. I’m left hyperventilating. 

Tonight!

It’s going to be that soon?

My feet start moving and I find I’m pacing the room, wringing my clammy hands together, whilst trying to calm my breathing and racing heart. 

I need to get out of here. If I sneak out of the castle and back to the village, I’ll persuade my father to abscond in the night with me. We’ll go to the coast and pay for passage around the land to another village far from here.

With my mind made up, I run for the door and yank it open, before cautiously peering out into the hall, in the direction I saw the guard standing earlier. I’m relieved to find he’s gone. But why wouldn’t he be? What’s the point of guarding a corpse?

Slipping through the gap in the door into the corridor, I don’t turn in the direction I came, instead I turn right and go past the bedchamber of the queen in search of a door that might lead out to the back of the castle.

I make it all the way to the end of the corridor and a spark of hope ignites in my chest. Until a gravely voice from behind stops me in my tracks, his words turning my blood cold. “Look Nimbus, this must be the lowly human female Kagan is hoping will sire a son with—and she’s alone. What say we introduce ourselves?”

“It would be impolite not to, Sar.” The second voice finished with a laugh that is pure malevolence.

Slowly, I turn around to face the same two orcs I saw before. My heart goes into overdrive when I see how equally impressive in size they are to Kagan. My eyes are instantly drawn to the slash on one of their cheeks, dripping dark green blood that has made a trail all the way down his chest. The wound looks deep, but the orc appears unfazed by it.

Pure evil pulsates off them and my inner voice is screaming for me to get the hell away, but I’m frozen to the spot. 

They crowd me, standing over me silently, their breaths hot on my face. I try to look at them to read their intentions, but I can’t meet their cold eyes. What I see lurking in the debts of them is far more disturbing than the numerous dead burned into my vision I’ve seen so far today.

The one with the wound reaches his hand out and stokes his black claw the length of my arm from my wrist to my shoulder. I tremble under his touch, but not in a good way. 

The other orc’s hand reaches out, but it’s heading for one of my breasts. I stop breathing, and I swear my heart stops too. What do I do? I’ve never been in a situation like this before. I’ve never even had a boy attempt to hold my hand. Intimate touching is not permitted until you are wed in my village.

Panic rises in me from the tips of my toes to the top of my head. A tingle of chaos sent to every extremity.

“What are you doing?!”

An even darker orc voice from behind them stops the hand before it reaches its target, and I exhale a jittery breath of relief.

The orcs turn and I look past them to see who my saviour is. Dreff is standing next to Morąg who has her arms full with dresses.

“Just introducing ourselves to Kagan’s whore.”

The one with the wound turns back to me and sneers. “See you around, future mate of our brother.” They march off. I never thought I’d be glad to see Morąg. Let alone Dreff—an orc.
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As I head back to the village, I contemplate the human males there. Will they attack me? They tried to attack Dreff, but he showed them with one foul sweep of his sword how devastating we orcs can be. We are here to mine, but we will defend ourselves or and go into battle without fear if needs be. 

I am equally fierce, if not more so than Dreff. I was taught the art of war from an early age. But as capable as I am with my fighting skills, I don’t want to kill the villagers. However, in case I’m met with retaliation as I enter the village, I will keep my hand on the hilt of my sword as I ride in.

As soon as they see me, they start to gather and huddle into small groups, but as far as I can make out, they don’t appear to show any signs of aggression. It’s only when my warg-wolf comes to a halt outside the building where my mate was hiding does the older male appear in its doorway. He motions for me to follow him inside, then disappears into the store.

I have to duck to get under the doorway, but once I’m inside, I only have to tilt my head to stand upright, resting the back of my neck on the low ceiling.

We eye each other warily. Him because he is afraid of me, and me, because for all I know, this old male might not be who he says he is and could have been bedding my prospective mate.

I narrow my eyes. “Who are you to my mate? You called her your daughter earlier. Is this true?”

He scoffs. “Your mate. You don’t even know her given name yet do you? How can I know she’ll be cared for by you if after three hours of being in your company you don’t even know what she is called?”

A rare emotion washes over me—shame. It’s true. I plucked her from her community and this man hours ago claiming her as mine and but I never once introduced myself or enquired after such an important piece of information as her name.

“She will be cared for. I’ll give you my honour if you confirm that your relationship to her is one of daughter and father, and nothing more.”

The male’s eyes flick over me, as if dissecting me visually. “I’m not her father. My jaw locks and my hands clench into fists. “I’m her...grandfather.”

I feel my shoulders drop. I hadn’t even realised I’d been tensing my muscles so much in anticipation of his answer.

“Grandfather? But you called her daughter. Does she think you are her father? If so, why? Explain to me now!”

“Or what? You’ll kill me?”

My chest rises and falls heavily. I’ve never had my patience tested by any creature in any of the worlds I’ve raided for mineral ore until now. None have dared to speak to me in such a way. I admire the courage of the scrawny old male in front of me.

“I only kill my enemies. Are you my enemy, old male?”

“You stormed our village, took my granddaughter away from me and killed my king. I think you should be the one to answer your own question.”

“I did not kill the king, my brothers did. As for storming, believe these words, if I’d have stormed your village with my army, there would be nothing here but rubble, broken bones and liquefied flesh. Your granddaughter... Yes I did take her, but I will not harm her.” I take a step towards him. “Now tell me, why doesn’t she know you are not her father?” From what I was told by the old female, I need to find out if there is more to this male than what he appears to be.

The old male sighs and he instantly appears to lose three inches in height. He suddenly looks so much older. He walks over to a stool and sits down, gesturing to the one behind me. I frown as I scrutinise it, wondering if it will hold my weight. “It’s strong enough. I designed and made it myself,” he reassures me.

Hesitantly, I take a seat, and to my amazement, the stool doesn’t even creak. “From the smell inside here, I took you to be a baker, not a carpenter.” Or if what the old female told me was true of the female I took as mine, something more.

He shakes his head. “I’m neither. I’m a master weapon maker. A fine craftsman of weapons. That’s how Scarlett met the king for the first time. I was the king’s master weapons’s maker.”

My brow rises. “Scarlett. Is that my mate’s name?”

The male shakes his head. “No-no. Scarlett is my daughter. She’s the mother of Florence.”

“Florence.” The name rolls perfectly on my tongue. 

His face darkens slightly, and for a moment I think he’s offended by me saying her name. “I should never have taken her to the castle with me. The king would not have seen her if I’d left her at home, and his desires would have been for another.”

“So the king took your daughter—your Scarlett as his queen?” I thought this male before me was hidden royalty, but it appears the royal connection to Florence was from another.

His face darkens a deeper shade of red and veins protrude from his temples. “No. He was already wed to the queen, but she was barren—unable to bear him children.” I realise he’s talking about the late queen. “He wanted an heir, and he did not care whether his child was a boy or a girl. He took my Scarlett’s innocence. She was barely a woman, and then I had to stand back and watch her die in his presence when she gave birth to Florence, and I could do nothing about it. I couldn’t save my daughter and I couldn’t kill the king.”

“So why was Florence not living in the castle with the king?”

“Florence was the king’s bastard. A child the queen wouldn’t recognise as his. I swore the midwife Morąg, never to tell a soul. She kept her lips sealed in return for free bread. Right up until you showed up. I’m still trying to understand why she betrayed me and told you.”

“Self-preservation. I’ve seen it time and again.”

The male regards me and I can see his brain ticking behind his eyes. “Will you give me your honour Florence will be cared for now that you know why I kept my true relationship between us from her for all these years?”

I nod as I stand and place my fist to my heart. “I will...and I want you there tonight.”

“Where?”

“At my joining ceremony. Tonight, Florence and I will be united as mates in a traditional orc ceremony. It’s only right that as her guardian, you are there.”

“Can I ask that you include part of our tradition in your ceremony?”

“What is that?”

“It’s where I give her to you. It’s called giving away the bride.”

“You want to give her freely to me?”

“No, I don’t. But what choice do I have?”

My brow lifts at his comment. Of course he doesn’t have a choice. I am the orc king of the Nevari lands. “I welcome your tradition.” Looking out of the small window, I see a very restless and hungry warp-wolf. “We should make haste, before relations with your fellow villagers take a downturn when my wolf eats one of your pets.” Florence’s grandfather laughs. I turn around to look at him, my face void of emotion. “I am not jesting.”



Flora 

THE WATER IN THE TUB is just the right temperature and smells divine. I push on some of the petals floating on the milky surface and they sink. Morąg is over by the bed, smoothing away imaginary creases on the gown she found for me to wear for the ceremony. I watch her keenly as I scrub at my skin with a soft cloth now that my hair is washed.

I didn’t like her at first, but she turned up with Dreff and saved me from Kagan’s very scary brothers when she told me she had a weird feeling something was wrong while searching for gowns for me to wear. She’s beginning to grow on me.

What they were trying to do to me makes me think of Kagan, and what is going to happen between us once the joining ceremony is over. I push more petals into the water as I pick up the courage to ask Morąg about it.

“Morąg?”

She lifts her head from her task and turns to look at me. “Yes, Florence.”

I much prefer to be called Flora, but I only let my father and my closest friends call me that. “What is going to happen...after the ceremony between king Kagan and myself?”

She doesn’t even blink. Was she waiting for this question?

“Once the ceremony is over, you will be united. You will be his bride, or as he calls it, his mate. And he will want to sire his heir with you.”

I splash the water in frustration. “Yes, but what does that mean? How will I become his mate?”

She licks her lips nervously. “Erm, I’m afraid I don’t know. I was never betrothed to anyone. I only know how to deliver the end product of a union.” Leaning my head back against the metal tub, I sigh, dejected. I have all sorts of scenarios going around and around in my head of how our embrace and kiss might lead to me becoming impregnated with a child, but that’s as far as my imagination will stretch. Morąg appears by my side, holding open  the drying cloth. “Come now. I have yet to braid your hair.”

***
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AN HOUR OR SO LATER, I have daises entwined in my hair and I’m dressed in the golden gown Morąg found for me. She disappears from the room to go and see if the ceremony will be ready soon, and I pace the room, mesmerised by the rustle of my new elegant dress. I feel like a princess, but that’s impossible because I’m a commoner. 

A knock on the door has me frowning when Morąg doesn’t appear immediately after it. “Come in!” A face appears around the door that instantly brings tears to my eyes and I rush over to the door. “Father...how did you get in here?”

His eyes go wide as they take in my dress and hair. “Oh, Flora... You look beautiful. You look like a true princess.”

“I clean up well don’t I father, for a commoner?” I give him a twirl.

His face creases a little, and I know something is troubling him. “Florence.” It’s the use of my full name again, and the sad look in his eyes that makes my stomach drop into my feet. “There’s something you need to know. I...I” He looks pained. All I want to do is take him in my arms and hug him tightly. “I’m not your father.” Nausea overwhelms me.

I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. “But if you’re not my father...who are you to me? You raised me.”

“I’m your grandfather. Scarlett was my daughter, not my wife. Your grandmother passed a long time before you were even born.”

My skin is tingling. “But if you are my grandfather...then who is my father?” I’m dizzy from the unexpected news.

There’s another knock on the door and this time, Morąg and Dreff enter. “It’s time,” says Dreff.

My father, I mean, my grandfather, holds his arm out for me to take hold of. “If you don’t want to go through with this Flora, you know I’ll fight to the death to try to put a stop to this union if I have to?”

A low rumble, almost like a purr resonates from Dreff’s mouth and he nods with a slight smile. “It would be an honourable death.”

I shake my head vehemently. “No. You are not risking your life, fa—, I mean grandfather.” It just feels so wrong to call him anything else. Samuel has been my father all my life. He’s raised me from birth. 

“We must leave. The ceremony needs to be conducted before the moon fully rises,” says Dreff. He turns and marches off down the corridor.

Morąg steps forward and readjusts some of the daisies braided into my hair. “There. You look perfect.” She steps aside and my grandfather glares daggers at her before leading me out of the chamber and down the corridor beside him.

My legs feel as if the bones inside them have melted, and my heart is pounding so quickly, it now feels as though it’s one continuous heartbeat. Dreff hangs back by a double set of doors. He gestures for us to follow him through them.

The man who I thought was my father my whole life squeezes the hand I have resting on his arm. “Ready?”

I suck in a long jittery breath and nod once. Dreff reaches around us and opens the doors simultaneously. The breath I just inhaled gets stuck in my lungs. The room is a sea of green, and what feels like a thousand faces with tusks turn to watch us enter. But they all blur, because there is only one green face my eyes are drawn to.

Drums beat as we walk and the sea of green parts to let us through. My body is trembling and my mouth has become drier than a summer without rain.

Kagan’s yellow eyes are intense as they watch my every move, and I feel my cheeks heat under their scrutiny. He’s an impressive sight to behold. A mountain of muscle with power and confidence exuding from him, but he’s not the man I ever imagined would be my future husband.

When we reach him, my grandfather takes my hand and offers it to him. “I give you my granddaughter to protect and... to love.”

My head twists quickly in his direction and my brows almost hit my hair line. Love? Who said anything about love being involved in this forced union? 

Kagan wraps his enormous hand around mine and takes it from my grandfather. “I accept. I will protect her, and I will try to love her.” Try? “It is not an emotion orcs are familiar with, but I give you my solemn promise. I will try.”
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Love? 

I will honour and protect my mate, but love...I don’t think I know how to love.

Florence is glowing. I never knew human’s lacklustre skin could be so radiant. The golden dress she is wearing clings to her body, showing the dips and curves of her shapely figure. I hate that my warriors can see so much of her form, but my annoyance doesn’t stop my cock from filling with my desire for her.

The ceremony is being conducted by Dreff. He’s the only orc who has the authority to join us in a royal orc union. He stands before us now with the anointing dagger in its rare tongu leather scabbard, and the duel scarabs on either side of his hip, hooked on a belt.

Dreff holds his hands up, and silence befalls over everyone. “Hear me now, orc warriors. You are here to witness the binding union of our orc king, Kagan the Dark from the Nevari lands, and Florence Knight from the house of Samuel Knight, master weapon maker. Is there any orc who objects to this union? For if there is, he will now commence a duel to the end.”

I look around the room, searching for Nimbus and Sar’s faces. But it’s only now I realise they are missing. So too are about forty males I’ve always strongly suspected have secretly pledged allegiance to them. I see their absence as a direct threat to my crown.

Dreff’s voice pulls me from my murderous thoughts, and I look down to see the dagger outstretched between us. “King Kagan the Dark, do you wish to bind yourself to Florence Knight for the remainder of your mortal time in the here and now?”

I look into Florence’s green eyes and I find myself being sucked deeper, wanting to know what lurks in their depths. I reply without hesitation. “Yes.”

“Florence Knight. Do you wish to bind yourself to King Kagan the Dark for the remainder of your mortal time in the here and now?”

Florence takes her time answering. Does she think she has a choice? I chose her as my mate. 

Her red lips part. “I-I.” She turns her head to look at her grandfather, who is standing in the first row with my warriors. His eyebrows lift, as if he’s showing her she does have a choice. She turns her head to look at the older woman I assigned as her maid. She is nodding her head. Florence’s green eyes come back to mine. “Yyyees.”

Swiftly, I grab her hand and run the palm of it slightly against the double-edged blade, as I do the same to my hand. She winces, but doesn’t cry out in pain. Dreff holds the palms of our hands together. 

“As blood mingles with blood, Dark Knight becomes one... The union is complete.”

There is a roar of jubilation from my army. Keeping eye contact with my new mate, I lift Florence’s bloody palm to my face and lick the wound. Her eyes widen as she watches me, then when every drop of blood is gone, I pull her into my arms and kiss her passionately. 

She barely moves her lips, and I wonder if our orc tradition of the male licking his female’s blood is strange to her. Does she not like the taste of her own blood? Her own bodily ore?

When I pull away, she licks at her lips then pats them on the back of her hand, taking a peek at it for blood, but the blood from her mouth is long gone. It’s now inside me.

Slipping my fingers through hers, I look into her eyes. “Come. We must eat before we sire our son. You will need all the strength you can get.” Her mouth drops open as I lead her through my army towards the table at the top of the room, filled with foods I have never seen before, taken from the kitchen of the castle. 

Behind us, I can hear tables and benches being pulled from the edges of the hall to the centre, where my army stood moments ago, watching the royal union. Florence’s hand is so tiny in mine and it’s trembling. I stop and turn to face her. 

“What is wrong, my mate? Is this noise too much for you? Would you prefer to eat in our chamber?”

She quickly pulls her hand out of mine and shakes her head. “No. I-I want to eat with my...grandfather.”

Searching the room for him, I see him and the older human female talking quietly to the side of the room. I cock my head at him. “What is his name, your grandfather?”

“Samuel.”

I realise after spending intimate time with him in his own dwelling; I hadn’t even acquired his name. Now that I am joined in union with his granddaughter, a human, I’ll be spending a considerable amount of time here in this world. I must learn their ways. Raising my voice, I call him and motion for him to join us. “Samuel!” He looks in our direction. “Come! You and the maid will sit with us at this feast.”

Once everyone is settled, Dreff, seated to the right of me, stands and slams his tankard down three times for silence. Heads turn his way. “All hail to Kagan the Dark and Florence Knight, king and queen of the Nevari lands. Hail to the new Dark Knight clan.

“Hoora!”

“Hoora!”

“Hoora!”

I turn to look at Florence, and from the way her eyes and mouth are open wide, I think she’s overwhelmed. What would a human mate do in a moment like this? I watch her discretely. Her hands are still trembling as she adds food to her platter.

Jumping to my feet, I point to Florence’s maid. “Bring two platters of food and a jug of ale to our chamber and leave them outside the door!” she nods.

Taking hold of Florence’s wrist, I pull her to her feet, and then sweep her up into my arms. She squeals and my army of warriors laugh. But this is how orc females are treated when they are mated. What they don’t realise is, I’m trying to get my mate out of this hall as quickly as possible because she is showing signs of distress. I believe it’s too much for her and I need to protect her.

Striding past the many warriors in my army, I ignore the cheers and jeers. My priority is to get Florence out of here quickly. Holding her close to me, I can feel the rapid beating of her heart. Her racing heart and stiff joints make it feel as if I’ve got a creature I’ve pulled from a trap in my arms, not my mate. 

Neither of us speaks as I walk towards our chamber, but the tension radiating between us speaks volumes.

When I reach our chamber, I kick the door open and Florence flinches in my arms. I walk into the room and push the door closed with the sole of my foot. She goes completely rigid in my arms.

Walking over to the bed, I place her gently down. She’s trembling so much now, her bottom jaw is wobbling. I clench my hands at my sides. How do I make her feel at ease?

Climbing onto the bed beside her, her eyes flutter and then roll into the back of her head, and then she falls back onto the bed, passed out. 



Flora 

SOMETHING ROUGH IS stroking my cheeks. It feels like a cat’s tongue—but we don’t have a cat, not at home and not at the store.

Opening my eyes, I’m confronted with a set of yellow ones. The rough thing I thought were the hooks on a cat’s tongue, is in fact the tip of Kagan’s finger. My chest tightens. It wasn’t a dream. I hear birds chirping outside and then a cockerel crow. It’s morning. 

Kagan’s face is closer to mine than I’m comfortable with at this ungodly time of the morn. “I wondered if you would ever wake up my mate.”

“I must have fainted... Did-did we sire your son?”

Kagan’s head falls back and his braids dance as he laughs a deep, soulful laugh. It’s quite a pleasing sound. “No, my mate. That act would need for you to be conscious.” My stomach instantly pulls tight into a ball. “We will sire my son soon. First, you must eat and expel your bodily waste fluids. I did not see a morsel of food pass your lips last night.”

He reaches down to the floor at the side of the bed and lifts a tray, placing it between us on the bed. I push myself up into a sitting position and I’m relieved to see I’m still fully clothed.

Kagan picks up a knife and slices off a piece of cheese. Then he picks it up and brings it to my mouth. “Open up.” I’m gobsmacked when he starts to hand feed me, but I open my mouth all the same. He talks as he feeds me. “I like your grandfather. He is a very clever male. He’s wasted baking bread. If I had a weapon’s master like him in my army, I wouldn’t worry about the wars with the other clans.”

I stare at the tusks jutting out from his lower teeth as he speaks; they are mesmerising. How did they not dig into my lips when we kissed at the ceremony? My chest flutters when I remember the kiss. It must have been because I was still in shock from having my hand sliced open and the blood licked away in the unifying ritual before he’d planted his lips on mine.

At that delicious moment, I’d been confused. I’d been chosen as his mate, having no say in the matter, so that meant I should have hated that kiss, but I didn’t. I’d been lost in the dominance of it. My knees had actually trembled when he’d kissed me, and I was quite disappointed when he’d pulled away. 

But the whole experience had been too much. As I’d sat down in front of a roomful of monster orcs, I’d suddenly realised it was no daydream. It was a nightmare. Orcs would be a permanent thing in my life from there on. My husband was an orc king. I was his queen, and we would have an orc baby.  

It was the thought of how that orc baby would be made that had sent me over the edge.

Now, the making of the orc baby is still yet to happen, and I have absolutely no notion of what will happen to me to make it.

Looking down at the tray of food, I see I’ve been fed a healthy amount. Kagan lifts the cup to my mouth, and I willingly open my lips. I’m thirsty. I can’t remember the last time I drank anything. 

The liquid has a strange taste as I gulp it down. It’s not water, but what is it? Ale! I realise what it is only as I reach the bottom of the cup.

My bladder was already full when I woke up, but now it’s close to bursting. My eyes desperately scan the room for a chamber pot. “Are you needing to expel your fluids now, my mate?” I chew on my bottom lip, too embarrassed to answer. Kagan reaches for a cord hanging down and pulls on it. I wait for a noise or something, but nothing happens. Kagan’s intense yellow eyes make me squirm even more as he silently watches me.

There’s a knock on the door, and then Morąg’s face appears. She looks taken aback and I wonder what it is that has shocked her. “You called King Kagan?”

“My mate would like to empty her bodily fluids. I will leave the room and check on my army while you help her.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Kagan’s back is big enough to eclipse the moon as he strides out of the room, and I can’t help but be impressed by it.

Morąg closes the door behind him and rushes into the room, retrieving a pot from underneath the bed. I quickly jump off it and gather up my dress, helped by Morąg, and stoop over the pot just in time.

I’m halfway through relieving myself when Morąg speaks. “Did you dress yourself this morrow, Queen Florence?”

I’m quite surprised by the title and shake my head quickly. “I didn’t undress.”

Morąg’s brow knits together. “I beg your pardon for asking, my lady, but were you able to consummate the union with all these layers of clothing?”

“Kagan told me it did not happen. I think I must have fainted.” She nods with a small furrow of her brow. While she is removing the pot, I consider her words. “I thought you said you knew nothing about the act of siring a child, Morąg?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t, my lady. All I’ve heard is, you have to be naked.” 

She picks up the chamber pot and drapes a cloth over it, hurrying from the room before I can ask her any more questions.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, I chew on my thumbnail as I wait for my new orc husband to return. I’m nervous. I’m the only person who’s ever seen my naked body. 

I don’t have to wait long. The door swings open and Kagan is there again with a brooding look that makes my tummy dance. He closes the door behind him and then stands motionless, looking at me. My heartbeat goes wild again. I’m standing in the middle of the room and I haven’t a clue what to do.

But I need not do anything. Kagan strides towards me, and by the determined look in his eyes, he’s an orc on a mission. His large hands cup my face, and lift my feet onto tiptoes as he upturns it to his to kiss me. 

My mouth fits snuggly between his tusks and his lips move rhythmically as they envelop mine, drawing my lips slightly into his mouth. I panic. What am I meant to do? Move my lips like his?

A squeak of surprise comes from my throat when his tongue pushes past them into my mouth. It curls around mine, taunting it to play. Kagan’s face smells delicious. So masculine, and with his intoxicating smell and sensual kiss, I find my body relaxing and responding to him.

My hands find his waist and I curl my arms around it. His hips instantly lock onto me, and what I believe to be a hidden dagger has worked its way to the front of his hips and digs uncomfortably into me. I get lost in his kiss and don’t realise his hands have moved from my cheeks and are almost at the small of my back, undoing the lace that took Morąg an age to pull tight. My body tingles from the inside out with the knowledge it will be seen at any moment.

The lace becomes slack, and Kagan pulls my dress down, exposing one of my shoulders. He releases my lips and gasps. I follow his eyes as they travel from my shoulder down the exposed swell of the top of my bosom.

The look of hunger in his yellow eyes makes the apex of my legs tingle. Tusks drag down over my skin from my shoulder to the first mole upon it, before running over the swell of my breast. 

Goosebumps erupt all over me and I shiver because my body is reacting to his touch in a way I never knew was possible. His thick fingers grope at my breasts, squeezing them, and flicking the claws of his thumbs over my nipples. I swear I’m peeing myself because I suddenly feel very wet down below.
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Florence’s musky scent is sending me delirious with desire. The more I flick at her buds with my claws, the stronger it gets. I’m overwhelmed with the need to taste them, and yank down the bodice of her dress. Her breasts spill out freely, and Florence gasps and then moans when my lips latch onto one of the buds.

I nip at its soft erectness and Florence’s fingers dig into my head, holding my mouth captive upon it. My cock throbs for its release, but unlike the orc females I’ve bedded, when sex was a fast and furious rough experience, I want to take it slow with my human mate and sample every inch of her like a fine wine.

After tasting her other bud, I tug her dress down some more, exposing her navel. My hands grab hold of her waist and I drop onto my knees and kiss a trail from breasts down the centre line of her stomach until I reach the indent of her navel.

The tip of my tongue forms into a point and I stab it into the tiny hole. Florence squeals out loud. The taste here is bitter, yet I want to taste more, so I dip my tongue in and out again and again. I feel Florence’s legs wobble and more of the musky smell from elsewhere invades my nose. 

My nostrils flare. I’m filled with a desperate need to explore more of her body and my mouth goes lower, licking and kissing an invisible trial. 

I tug the dress down further, but it hitches when I reach the swell of her hips. The lace at the back of it won’t open any more. I see my error. This type of garment is meant to go over the head of the person wearing it. 

A low growl of frustration rumbles up from my chest, getting louder the higher it travels, until it comes out as a small roar when I conclude that the only way this fucking dress is coming off right now is to be torn off with my bare hands.

Florence is trembling again and I curse myself under my breath for being so vocal with my frustrations. With my arms circling her hips, I take handfuls of the garment and with one quick jerk; I tear it behind and pull it over Florence’s wide hips. It tumbles into a heap around her ankles and her hands immediately try to cover her nakedness.

I grab hold of her wrists and hold them by her sides. “No! Let me cast my eyes over your beauty, Florence. I need to see what is now mine.”

Her eyes won’t meet mine and her cheeks have become the colour of the red lava that runs around the mountain of Vassou back in the Nevari lands of my orc world. My eyes drop to the place I’m desperate to claim as mine. The apex of her legs is protected by a bush of the same coloured black hair that crowns her head, but it won’t stop me from claiming the treasure behind it.

Releasing her wrists, I grab hold of her hips and continue my trail of kisses down from her navel, my tusks scrapping over her smooth white skin down to a protruding hip bone. Florence gasps and squirms when I reach it and her hands go to my head, trying to push me away.

“Stop...that tickles.”

But I don’t stop. I kiss lower. Down to the top of a thigh. Her breathing becomes faster and heavier, but so does mine. Sliding my hands down to just above her knees, my fingertips almost meet as I wrap my hands around each leg. I tug them apart and Florence whimpers but obeys my physical command.

I see pink flesh covered with a smattering of hair, glistening with moisture. The fragrant and musky aroma of Florence’s sex sends me giddy with desire. My mouth opens and my tongue greedily extends out, reaching for my mate’s nectar.

It pushes through the slit of the hair-covered outer skin until it reaches the honey pot. My tongue goes into a frenzy, licking, exploring and tasting, pushing through slick folds of skin. But I can’t get access to it all with the small gap between her thighs.. 

I growl again. And in one beat of my heart, I’ve lifted Florence and placed her legs over my shoulders, with my hands now held firmly under the fleshy cheeks of her ass. She squeals in surprise and has to grab hold of my braids for purchase.

My tongue laps at her sex as I rise from my knees onto my feet. Florence squeals again, but I ignore her cry and walk over to the bed. There, I kneel onto it with one leg and lower my mate down, leaning on a shoulder to get a better placement.

As soon as her back hits the bed, I lower one of her legs onto the bed, keeping the other over my shoulder to give my mouth full access to her juicy delights. 

My pointed tongue feels its way around the creases and folds of her human pussy. I’m astonished by the complexity of it compared to an orc female’s genitalia, and my cock fully engorges with blood and throbs with my excitement.

I need to feel the extent of her pussy’s depth to allow comparison to the length of my shaft, so I allow one of my fingers to slip through her slick wet pussy lips and breach her entrance as I continue to lick and explore my way around my new toy.

Her audible moan and arch of her back are unexpected, and I take the response to be a positive one and push my finger in further, just as my tongue finds a nodule hidden in a hood of skin at the top of her pussy. The walls of her channel grip tightly around my finger as I flick the nodule with my tongue, but the slickness coating it lets it slide in deeper, despite the constriction.

My fingers aren’t small, they are meaty in both width and length, so I know they will prime my virgin maiden for what is soon to come.

My tongue flicks faster across the hidden bud and Florence’s moans become higher in pitch. Not only that, I notice my finger gets considerably wetter too. I make a mental note to play with the hooded bud when it’s time to impale her with my cock.

The thought of being inside my new mate and creating my heir excites me, and I know the time has arrived to consummate our union. This surprises me because it’s much quicker than I intended.

Still sucking on the hidden bud, I withdraw my finger and bring this hand down to pull out my erection. I pull my mouth off the bud and lick her essence from my lips as I walk up the outside of Florence’s body. Her eyelids are droopy as if she’s half asleep, but they soon blink and her eyes refocus when my face comes in line with hers.

Stroking a claw down her cheek I gaze into her eyes. “I’m ready to sire my son with you now, Florence.”

“What? Are you telling me that wasn’t it?”

I chuckle at her naivety. Don’t the elder human females teach the younger ones about how life is created?

I grab hold of my cock and look down at it as I speak so that Florence’s eyes will follow mine. “No, this meaty weapon is what releases my seed to impregnate you with my son.”

“What? That big thing?” she shrieks. “And what will you do with it?” she asks as she scoots up the bed a little to try to put distance between herself and me.

“I’ll put it where my finger just was.” She shakes her head. “Trust me. I promise to make it feel nice for you.”

I’ve never said that to an orc female. I’ve only thought about my own pleasure. Why do I care if siring my son is a pleasant experience for my new mate? I know why. It’s because the frightened look in her eyes stirs something in me. I not only want to protect her. I want her to be happy...with me.



Flora 

KAGAN IS DOING THINGS to me I could never in my wildest dreams have imagined. He’s taken me almost to the edge of euphoria. But that instantly stopped when I saw the enormous thing I’ve mistaken as a hidden dagger all this time.

There’s no way that thing is going where his finger just was. It looks to me as if it’s four times bigger.

His vibrant yellow eyes are pinning me with a look that tells me this is going to happen whatever I say. But I sense something other than determination in them, and my gut is actually telling me to believe his words, even though my heart isn’t quite sure. Which one do I trust? My gut or my heart? I usually trust my heart implicitly.

“Trust me. I promise to make it feel nice for you.”

My head is moving subconsciously, and nodding. He leans his face down and plants a kiss on my abdomen, which it’s now in line with. I shiver as he continues to walk his hands up the side of my body again, his intense glowing yellow eyes not once leaving mine.

His mouth drops down and latches onto one of my nipples and the tips of his tusks prick at the sides of my breast when his lips latch onto it. He sucks gently and my tense muscles melt into the bed. It’s as though he’s cast a spell over me.

The same wonderful tingle I felt earlier in the front of my privates is felt again, which immediately spreads throughout my body and intensifies when his tongue flicks quickly over the tip of my nipple.

A long sigh of ecstasy pushes through my half-open mouth, and instead of worrying about the unusual wetness once again forming between my legs, I just let my body relax and act whatever way it wants to whilst receiving such wonderful new feelings.

Kagan releases my nipple and I instantly mourn the loss of his hot mouth and tongue. His breathing is ragged as his mouth crashes onto mine, and this time, his kiss is more urgent. My heart is beating faster and faster as I get lost in his deep kiss and my hands lift from the bed and slide around his neck, not wanting him to pull away.

I recognise the rough skin of a finger again as it touches that special place in between my legs and starts to move in a slow rhythmic motion. My legs willingly open wider, wanting to give Kagan more access to increase the magical feeling. And when I do, I barely notice his hips settle into place by mine.

It feels as if a blanket drenched in all the best physical and mental feelings has been placed over me and those feelings are seeping out and entering the pores of my skin.

Then something nudges at the place where Kagan’s finger was, but I don’t get a chance to worry about it because the rhythmic motion applied to that special place gets quicker. A moan escapes my lips and my legs open wider still.

The thing pushes against me again, and this time, I feel some of it push into me. There’s a weird stretching sensation down below, but it’s dulled by the wonderful tingle right next to it. 

Kagan’s breathing is getting faster and deeper and his mouth pulls away from my lips and starts to kiss down to my neck.

The rhythmic movement gets firmer and I can hear myself groaning. Then, without warning, Kagan bites down on my neck at the exact same moment I feel a sharp pain down below. I yell out and my hands fall from around his neck and grab a handful of the bedding.

“Shhhhh, the worst is done my mate. Lie back and relax. We are about to create life.” But I can’t relax. It feels as if my private place has been stretched beyond repair.

Kagan’s hips begin to move and it feels as though my insides are being dragged out of me. Then he thrusts again, and another pain shoots through me from the same place. My hands go to his back and my fingers dig into his flesh. Where has that wonderful feeling gone?

He withdraws and thrusts,

Withdraws and thrusts,

Withdraws and thrusts. 

Until the steady rhythm from his finger on that magical place is replaced by his hips as he drives the enormous thing I’d seen earlier deep inside me.

Withdraw and thrust

Withdraw and thrust.

It’s still hurting and I want to push him off but his words bang around inside my head. ‘We are about to create life.’

So this is it? This is what is done to place a baby inside a woman’s belly?

I’m just making my mind up never to do this awful, painful act again, when I realise the pain is gone and the wonderful tingle from before is back...with a vengeance.

My legs and wrap around his hips as if they have a mind of their own. I’m overcome with the desire to increase whatever friction he’s making because it feels so good down there again.

“That’s it Florence, enjoy this special occasion with me.”

His voice his grit and velvet combined. It makes my heart beat faster.

Oh my god. The blanket is back, and this time, it wraps itself tightly around me. It feels as though my entire skin is alive and the sun is rising from between my legs, casting its hot beams of light throughout me. I’m doused in sparkling light when a ripple of euphoria explodes from the place in between my legs and shoots out, reaching the tips of my toes and fingers—even the roots of my hair.

I cry out with ecstasy at the exact same time as Kagen does, too. His final thrusts are his biggest and then he falls on top of me panting, almost crushing me with his bulk.

After what seems like an age, he lifts his upper body onto his elbows and peers down at me through hooded eyes.

“Did I keep my promise?”

My eyes flick from one eye to the other as I consider his words. “Yes. Yes, you did.”

“That’s good, because as soon as I’ve organised the construction of the first mine to be built, we’ll be doing that again.”

My eyes bulge and my mouth drops open. “What? I thought we did it? I thought your son was now sired?”

“I’ve known it to take a few attempts, but I can’t take any risks. I need an heir planted in your belly and growing before the end of this moon cycle.” He lifts onto his hands so that his torso is raised above me, exposing my breasts. His eyes greedily take them in, and I cover myself. “You had better get used to exposing your naked form to me, Florence, because I’m going to be seeing a lot more of it from now on.”

His hips pull back and the thing attached to the front of them withdraws slowly from inside me, my body holding onto it as if it doesn’t want to go. It pulls out and springs up, slapping against Kagan’s abdomen. 

I see it in all its glory and my eyes all but pop out of my sockets when I see in detail what was inside me a second ago.

It has its own head, just like that of a serpent, and a thick body covered with protruding veins. It shines with fluid and more dribbles from the top of it and trickles down its length.

I can’t believe that thing actually fitted inside me.

His eyes linger on the place it just came out of and I slam my thighs together, suddenly feeling very vulnerable.

Kagan swiftly gets off the bed and pulls his breeches up. He looks back over at me and the corners of his mouth curl up. “I’ll see you later my mate... My Florence.”

My heart skips a beat when he says my name softly, but it doesn’t wash away the dirty feeling of being used.

“It’s Flora, not Florence!” I spit.

His mouth drops. Why did I say that? I only let friends and family call me that, and he’s not my friend.

“Flora it is then, my mate.” 

He turns his back on me and strides from the room.

I’m left watching the space where his huge back was a moment ago, contemplating my future with a ball knotting in the pit of my stomach.
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I leave the bedchamber feeling confused. Mating with Florence was unlike any sex I have ever had. Sex with orc females is brutal, a sort of fighting fornication union, fucking whilst seeing who is the strongest. But with Florence, I was mindful of not hurting her.

After I’d penetrated her, I’d had to gather all my composure and strength not to pummel her exquisitely tight cunt. I’d made my promise to her, and as her king and mate, I wanted to abide by that. Nonetheless, it had driven me to the edge of madness.

Her intoxicating scent combined with her beautiful form and vulnerability made me want to claim her as mine all the more.

But I need to push her from my mind for now. There are more pressing matters to consider. Like why weren’t my step-brothers at my uniting ceremony? I also need to oversee choosing the location and start the construction of the first mine here.

Heading for the great hall, I’m hoping there is food left from the banquet to stop the rumbling in my stomach. I’ve worked up an appetite and my cock stirs back to life thinking of the reason for it, even though I’ve just made myself push thoughts of Florence from my head. 

Or should I now refer to her as Flora? 

The corners of my mouth hitch up when I envision her when she told me off for calling her Florence. She has fire in her that I never knew was there. Maybe she’ll make a great orc queen after all.

I walk over to the top table in the hall and smile when I see there is still food left on a platter where I sat briefly with my queen last night. 

Grabbing some type of meat from the platter, I tear at it with my tusks. It’s dry, but has a pleasant taste. I wash it down with ale.

“King Kagan?”

Dreff’s voice comes from behind me. I turn to face him, wiping the drops of ale away from around my tusks with the back of my hand. “Dreff?”

“I have the warriors in place in the courtyard with the mining equipment.”

I nod. “Any sign of my brothers?” He shakes his head. “Assign two guards outside my queen’s chamber.” He nods. “Make sure you don’t use the one who failed the human queen—Ugbor. I’ve not forgiven him for not running his sword through my brothers when they gained access to her.” Dreff growls his agreement. 

Grabbing another big slice of meat, I stride out of the hall with Dreff at my side. We are just about to leave the courtyard when I spy one of the males who serves under Nimbus leaving through a side door to the castle. 

“You. Stop!” He has his back to me walking away in the opposite direction and he halts at my command, slowly turning around. I kick my heel into the hind of my warg-wolf to change his direction and he runs over to the male. I look down at him from astride my wolf with narrowed eyes. “Where is your master? Where is Nimbus?”

His mind is working behind overtime his eyes. “Nimbus is southwest from here King Kagan, five miles left of a river. He and Sar found the perfect place for you to mine. They set out yesterday to find it for you... A gift for your union. I was told that Sar would be making his way back from there today to tell you about it, and to lead you there.”

I am in two minds whether to believe him. It would make sense that they would do something like that to appease me, and that would also explain why they were absent from my ceremony. But my gut tells me there is something amiss.

Grunting at him, I turn my warg-wolf around and go back to the point of my small army to lead them in that direction. I want to cross paths with Sar myself.

As we ride out, Dreff pulls his wolf in line with mine. “Is your kingdom safe Kagan? Was an heir sired last night?”

My grin is the only information I want to reveal to my second in command and my best friend. The look of relief that washes across his features makes me realise how important my continuation on the throne is. “Yes, my friend. And I’m going to ensure I don’t fail this important task. I’ll plant my seed every night until there is a sign my seed is growing in my mate’s womb.” Dreff’s smile informs me he’s pleased with my answer.

We ride quickly in the direction Nimbus’s serving male gave me, but I don’t encounter Sar along the way. My chest tightens. Was he lying to me? Should I have listened to my gut back at the castle?

When we reach the river, I’m in two minds whether to turn around and head back, but we are just minutes from where Nimbus’s male said he would be, so I continue on.

I see a movement on the horizon as we breach a hill. “There!” points Dreff. “I see orcs.”

Kicking my heels into my wolf’s hind, I make him run at speed towards them. I can make out Nimbus’ distinctive bulk when we are one-hundred metres away. My brother’s mother came from a warring clan and her unity to my father, was to make peace between the clans, but there is no love lost between my step-brothers and I. 

One of the orcs by his side points out our advance and he turns around to watch our approach.

My eyes take in my surroundings. Nimbus has indeed begun the procedure of constructing the frame to start digging for the mine, but it’s nowhere near as progressed as I expected it to be if it were started yesterday.

Nimbus opens his arms and gestures at what he’s been doing. “Kagan. We’ve found the perfect place for your first mine.”

“Is this where you were instead of showing your respect and acceptance at my union?”

“Brother... We thought this was the most poignant way of showing our allegiance.”

I jump down from my wolf and pace the area, looking at the partially built frame. “There’s not many hours been put into this yet. Not a day’s worth, anyhow.”

I see his body tense and I’m instantly suspicious. “We had to scope out the land first...see where looked the most rich for ore extraction.”

I growl. “Where’s Sar?”

“Didn’t you pass him? He went back to tell you the news.”

His body language makes me suspicious and I know he’s lying. I turn back to Dreff. “You get the males to work with Nimbus. I’m heading back to the castle.”

Not waiting for his reply, I stride over to my wolf and climb upon his back. A second later, my wolf is sprinting at full speed for the castle. 




Flora 

THERE IS BLOOD ALL around me? Am I injured? Did Kagan damage me inside? I reach for the cord Kagan had pulled last night and yank it hard.

Moments later, the door opens, and Morąg comes in. The look of surprise on her face only increases my fears. “You did it? You consummated your union?”

My eyes meet hers accusingly. “I thought you said you didn’t know what happens?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t. I just know there is blood after the first time, but I didn’t want to frighten you by telling you that.”

Holding my arms out, I gesture to the sodden bedspread. “So this is normal?”

She nods. “Yes, for the first time.” She grabs hold of a robe and passes it to me. I wrap it around myself, thankful for its material protection. “I’ll get you something to eat while I boil water for your bath. You must be exhausted.”

I assess myself. “Yes, exhausted stiff and sore.” I push my arms through the sleeves of the robe and pull it on properly, wrapping it around myself tightly. “I’ll find something to eat myself Morąg, I need to stretch my legs, anyway.”

She nods and leaves. I stand up and slip my feet into the delightful shoes Morąg had found for me to wear along with the golden gown. The robe covers me entirely, so I tentatively head out into the corridor and make my way to the great hall where I became a queen of the orcs yesterday.

Stepping out of the bedchamber, I’m startled by two orc guards standing sentry outside my door. Their eyes quickly run up and down me and I pull the gown tighter around myself. “I-I’m just getting something to eat.” 

“We will accompany you Queen Florence. Our orders are to stay close to you at all times.”

The last thing I want is them breathing down the back of my neck, especially while I’m naked underneath a robe. I hold myself up straight, pretending to exude confidence, while really, my insides are quivering. “No. As your queen. I order you to stay here.”

They look at each other before dipping their heads to me in acknowledgment of my command. 

I’m amazed I’ve pulled it off and quickly turn around and walk away in the direction I presume the kitchen to be. But after ten minutes of searching, I give up when I can’t find it. My stomach rumbles and I sigh with frustration. Then I remember the hall where the ceremony was conducted. Maybe there is still food there.

Turning around, I head back and don’t even look at the guards as I pass by my bedchamber. I wait for an order to stop, but one doesn’t come, so I carry on towards the hall, regardless.

I’m still in a daze. Yesterday, I fitted a lifetime of events in one solitary day. My thoughts turn to Kagan and our time alone in the bedchamber. Did what we had done feel as good for other married couples as it did for us—well, for me at least? Is that why there are so many children in the village?

When Kagan told me we would be doing the same thing tonight, at first I’d been angry. He’d done with me what he had to do to sire a baby, so why would he need to do it again? However, now I was excited at the prospect of revisiting those delicious feelings and experiences again.

There isn’t another soul about as I leave the guards and pad down the corridor to the hall. I’m really hope there is still something in there left to eat. Otherwise, I’m going to have walk past the guards again to seek out the palace kitchens and larders. I’m a foolish queen. Why didn’t I ask Hagen where they are?

I reach the hall and hold my ear to the double doors and listen. Like the rest of the palace, it’s deathly quiet. I’m guessing Kagan has taken most of his army with him to start mining for the ore he needs to obtain.

Pushing open the door, my eyes scan the room. There are still platters on every table, but everyone I see is empty. I groan in dismay. Then I look up the long hall to the top table where I sat briefly after the ceremony. I remember how nauseous I felt, even though there was food in front of me I’d always wanted to sample, but we’d never had enough money to buy.

There is still a pile of food on it and my mouth curls up with glee. I practically skip up the centre of the hall, forgetting how tender in places I am. My eyes open wide when I see that the foods I wanted to try are still there and clap my hands together. 

There is a variety of cheeses and meats, a pie with a crust as thick as my thumb, dried fish, baked vegetables and dried prunes. I’m salivating like a starving dog as I select what to try first, and break off samples of everything, gorging myself in my excitement. 

I don’t hear the main doors open, and practically jump out of my skin when a familiar voice makes my skin crawl.

“Still in your sleeping attire I see...queen?” The way he says my title sends an icy shiver to dance along my vertebrae.

I spin around to face Sar directly behind me. He’s far too close, invading my personal space and looking down at me with a sneer curling up the one side of his mouth.

My mouth is filled with half-chewed cheese. I gulp it down and it almost gets stuck in my throat.

“I’m waiting for my bath.”

“Is that right?” He steps closer and I take a step back, but the table stops my retreat. “How was your first night with Kagan? Did my brother perform? Did he plant his seed in you?” I don’t answer him. Evil radiates out of him, and now with the scar on his cheek, he looks vile. “Let me see why he chose you.” He reaches for my robe and rips it open before I can stop him. I die of shame. How dare he look at me without my permission. 

My legs are still covered in dried blood and I do my best to tug the robe back together. “Stop that! You are not allowed to look at me. I am not yours. I am united with your brother.”

“What is his is mine. We are related through marriage. That means I can take you right now—right here.” 

My body goes numb at hearing his words. He Grabs the tops of my arms and forces me to the floor. I scream, but a hand slams to my mouth. 

The hard stone is ice cold on my back and my body puckers with goosebumps. It makes my nipples stand erect like tiny stones, poking through the material of the robe. I try to kick out, but he’s so strong and I’m like an insect to him—a nothing. He could swat me with one swipe of his gigantic hand.

He drops onto his knees and pins my wrists together above my head with his other hand, forcing my legs wide with his knees. As soon as he releases my mouth, I try a different tactic. “Please stop. I have been sired by Kagan.”

He shoves his hand down his breeches and withdraws a member with skin a much darker shade of green, but equally impressive in girth and length as Kagan’s member. “I’m going to fill you with my seed. My heir will grow in your belly instead of Kagan’s.”

Stars are beginning to form in front of my eyes, but I mustn’t faint again. I need to fight. “Get off me. I have been joined to Kagan. He sired an heir with me last night!”

His monstrous face looms closer to mine and I smell his rancid breath when he speaks. “I’m going to fill your belly with all of my seed. My seed is stronger than Kagan’s. My heir will grow in your belly, not his.”

My scream doesn’t come out half as loud as I hoped it would and he practically laughs out loud, as if I’m a merely here to amuse him. I try once more. This time with a little more success, as I also wriggle beneath him with all my might. But I’m no match for him. All I can do is close my eyes to escape this nightmare, while silently praying for it to be over quickly and painlessly.

I think my prayers get answered, because his body suddenly goes light, and a roar fills the hall. It’s so powerful my bones rattle as the rumble of it reverberates around the great hall.

My eyelids fling open to see Kagan’s brother’s body lifting off me, and then flying through the air to land on top of a table.

“No one touches my mate!” 

I look up into blazing eyes. Eyes that belong to my new king—my orc husband.

He offers me his hand, and I take it.
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I ride my warg-wolf hard. It howls its discomfort at me, but I ignore it. There is a knowing deep in my core that my mate needs my help, and even if I have to ride it to its death, I will.

The lushness of this world fades into the background. I have tunnel vision. All I want to do is get back to the castle as quickly as I can.

As I ride, I think of my brothers and the forty or so warriors who show their allegiance to them. Where were they today? The palace and its grounds were empty of them, but for the one I’d spoken to and who told me where his masters were. Had they returned to our world?

The palace comes into view and I kick my heels into the wolf’s body. It whines its objection though its panting, but maintains the same pace.

I jump off its back before it completely comes to a halt and run into the palace, down the corridors to our chamber. The guards are still erect on either side of the door and my shoulders drop in relief. They dip their heads when they see me, but I don’t acknowledge them; I need to see with my own eyes that my mate is safe and well because the strange feeling in my chest is still telling me all is not well.

The older female I assigned as her maid in alone in the room filling a bathtub with hot water from a bucket.

She appears to be startled when she sees me. “Where is she?”

“She-she went to find something to eat.”

My face scrunches with my disapproval. “And you let her? She is your queen.”

The female drops her head in shame. “I’m sorry my king. It will not happen again.”

I turn my back on her and rush from the room. “Guarding the queen means staying with her at all times!” I bark at one of the guards. “Which way did the queen go?”

They look from one to the other and my anger rises. One of the guards points in the opposite direction to where I have just come. I start to sprint in that direction but stop dead in my tracks when he speaks.

“Sorry my king. The queen first went to the kitchens, but then she came back and headed in the direction of the great hall.”

My hands clench into fists as I run past them, but I don’t have time to reprimand them. They watch me with faces aghast as I pass them, knowing their futures are bleak after letting me down. 

I give them death stares and I know from the terrified look in their eyes they can read my thoughts. Yes, you’d better look scared because if so much as one hair on my mate’s head is hurt, I’m going to make you wish you were never born. 

The voices coming from inside the hall turn my blood cold when I stop outside the double doors. I can clearly hear Sar and Flora, and what I hear makes me see red.

I open the doors and freeze when I see what’s happening.

Flora is pinned to the floor naked, with blood stained on her thighs and Sar is straddled between her legs with his hard cock pulled from his breeches and held in his hand.

My legs move before I even decide how I’m going to kill him. All I know is I want to murder him in the most heinous way possible. I find myself running at him full pelt and it takes me mere seconds to reach him. I grab his shoulders and pull him off her with every bit of strength I possess, made stronger by a sudden surge of power generated from the rapid beating of my heart.

He falls through the air and crashes onto a table, sending piles of bones sucked clean and empty platters scattering everywhere. “No one touches my mate!” 

Standing astride Florence, I reach out my hand to her; I need to get her to safety before I deal with Sar. She looks so fucking vulnerable lying there covered in her own dried blood, the red a stark contrast to her colourless skin.

Something pangs in my chest as I look at her, and in that precise moment, I know I’ll do anything to keep her safe—even die for her.

Her hand reaches up for mine, but it never makes it. Claws dig into my shoulders and yank me away from her.

“I’m going to kill you and fuck your whore queen.” 

I fall backwards, crashing hard onto the stone floor. The air in my lungs rushes out past my tusks and I’m rendered momentarily lifeless, as the muscles in my limbs don’t respond to my internal command. Sar sits astride me, his one hand wrapped tightly around my throat, the other reaching for the dagger at his side. His murderous intent shines out of his cold hard eyes. If I don’t move now, my crown is lost, but worse, my mate will be left at his mercy. 

It’s the shock my body needs and it springs into action. My hands reach for his wrist holding the weapon, stopping it from being plundered into my heart. It hovers over my chest for agonising seconds until I bring my knee up into the centre of his back.

He lets out a growl of pain and falls forward onto my chest, I twist underneath him and the dagger in his hands slashes across my bare skin, but it’s only a superficial wound. 

I roll out to the side and get onto my knees as he’s still scrambling to get purchase on the slippery stone floor. I withdraw my own dagger and lung for him, but he’s quick. He rolls away and gets quickly to his feet, running at me while I’m still getting to mine. 

He kicks my dagger out of my hands and it sails through the air, clattering onto the floor metres away.

I dive for it and I hear him running after me. His weight falls onto me and pins me before I have a chance to get up and I fall flat on my face with him on my back. I feel the cold edge of his dagger against my jugular and reach around to grab his wrist to stop it from getting closer. 

His mouth comes close to my ear. “After you’re dead, and when I’ve fucked your mate over and over, and her belly is ripe with child, I’m going to cut the fucking hybrid thing out of her, because there will be no knowing if it’s mine or yours.” He lifts his head and hollers. “Bevarri! Fetch my warriors.”

So they are here. Hidden no doubt, too. Was this a planned attack?

My instinct is to keep Florence safe, and with my last breath I call out. “Flora. Run! Go to your maid and run from here. Go and hide until I get word to you that it’s safe.”

I hear the soft padding of her feet as she runs out of the hall, and knowing she is now a safe distance away from Sar, I draw all my strength to fight back.



Flora 

I’M RUNNING AWAY FROM the hall on legs I cannot feel. My heart is crashing against my chest and I’m gasping for breath. 

Finally, I reach the corridor that will lead me to the bedchamber. My shoes barely make a sound as I run down it, but the guards standing on either side of the bedchamber door still turn in my direction, their faces filled with concern when they see me.

I’m waving my arms, even though I’ve already got their attention. “The hall! Kagan needs your help. His brother is trying to kill him!”

They draw their swords and daggers and sprint past me. The bedchamber door opens before I reach it, and Morąg steps out into the corridor. I wave my arms again and shout, my voice trembling. “Morąg. Pack some clothes quickly. We need to flee. Kagan told me to go and hide somewhere until he gives word it’s safe.”

Her face is void of colour, the circles of red that tinge her cheeks gone. “Why? What’s happened?”

“The brothers. They mean to do me harm.”

Her eyes widen, and she rushes back into the bedchamber. She’s already packing clothing and items into a cloth bindle when I come running into the room panting. She throws me a simple dress. “Quick, put this on.”

I scramble out of the robe, glad to be rid of it, and tug the dress up. Morąg ties the bindle and slings it over her shoulder, then leads the way. “Follow me.”

“Where are we going?”

“I know of a secret way out of here. From there, I’ll lead you to the place I grew up.”

She walks ahead of me and I follow, wringing my hands and looking back periodically, expecting Kagan to appear calling after me to tell me all is well, that his brother is dead. Instead, what I hear clenches my stomach into a knot and sets my pulse racing.

There are distinctive noises coming from further back in the palace. The sounds of iron against iron as swords clash, and the heightened voices of orcs in combat.

“Come Florence. We have no time to dawdle.”

Morąg leads me to a large tapestry covering a wall and lifts it to one side. I gasp when I see there is a wooden door behind it. She opens it and ushers me through. Inside is dark, but it becomes pitch black when Morąg closes it behind us. I shriek. “Morąg. Are you there?”

A hand on my back makes me jump. “Yes, I am here, but we must be quiet. You don’t know who is dedicated to our king and who follows his brothers. Someone may hear.” She feels for my arm and then links hers through mine. “I’ll guide the way.”

“But how can you see?”

“I’ll feel my way out of here. I’ve been down this tunnel many times over the years.”

“Why?”

“To help birth concealed babies of the servants...and to bring you to your father so he could see you.”

“My father? You knew who he was? Was he one of the servants?”

She quietly chuckles. It echoes ahead of us. “You still don’t know who you are do you Florence?” My brow pulls tight. “Your father was the late king Hector.”

I come to an abrupt stop. “The king? Our king was my father?” It seems too incredulous to be true.

“Yes, he caught sight of your mother when she used to come here with your grandfather. That was it. He was smitten. And what the king wanted, the king got.”

I scoff. “Similar qualities to the new orc king, then.” 

Speaking of Kagan makes my chest flutter. Was he safe? Was he even still alive? Would I care if he were to be killed? My body’s reaction gives me my answer. Yes, I would.

Morąg continues to walk, pulling me along with her. “We can’t stand still my queen, there is no time to dawdle.”

My mind is a jumble as I try to make sense of this new revelation about my childhood, which has so far all turned out to be a complete lie. I still love my grandfather no matter what his motives for concealing the truth. He did his best for me in the absence of a mother, but why didn’t the king continue to see me as I got older, because after delving deep, I have no memories of him?

“Why don’t I recall seeing him, Morąg? The king?” Our footsteps and hushed voices barely make a sound as we hurry onward.

“The queen found out about you when you were around two years old. She put a stop to it. You were the king’s bastard child—a child she could never give him. Your grandfather was glad. He was frightened he would never be able to see you again if you were taken to live in the palace.”

My heart swells at this news. I don’t push for more answers. There will be plenty of time.

We continue on in silence. Finally, after what feels like an age, I see a small spec of light that grows larger the closer we get to it. Once we reach the end of the tunnel, the exit hole increases to a seven foot high opening. We pass through it and are immediately surrounded by forest.

The light stings my eyes at first, but Morąg seems oblivious to it. I keep close to her and follow her through the trees. We walk for what feels like miles and only take one quick break until Morąg points to a clump of trees. “There. My childhood cabin is beyond that point.”

“Childhood cabin! But how will Kagan get word to us that it’s safe? He won’t know where you used to live.”

She stops and turns back to look at me. “I told Dreff... He’s like the son I never had.”

My jaw drops open.

***
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THE CABIN IS SMALL and dry, but very dusty, and it takes the last few hours of daylight to clean a place to sleep. The next day is also spent cleaning. I fetch water from a nearby brook, and finally clean the dried blood from my body, while Morąg sets traps around the forest to catch dinner.

We spend the next few days in the same routine. Cleaning, fetching water and setting traps. The evenings are the worst. I lie awake listening to every creak—every twig snapping in the forest surrounding us, whilst thinking about the father I never knew, and the life I never got to live. But Kagan and the wonderful things he did to my body are always at the forefront of my mind.

After eight days of practically going stir crazy, a noise that is most definitely not one of the forest’s natural ones wakes both Morąg and me. We sit upright simultaneously and look at each other wide eyed.

Morąg whispers, “Go hide!”

I whisper back, “Where? This place is the size of a coffin?”

Then the door creaks open. We hang onto each other.

Two eyes shine at us, like yellow fireflies.

“Dreff? Is that you?” says Morąg.

The body the eyes belong to steps into the cabin. I hold my breath. “Yes, it’s me.” We exhale loudly simultaneously with relief. 

“What news?” I ask. “Is Kagan okay?”

“Our orc king is well. He sent me here to let you know it is still not safe to return. Sar and Nimbus have started a war.” My hand flies to my mouth to stifle my gasp. He steps forward and hands me parchment paper rolled into a scroll and tied with string and a cloth bag. “He sends you this letter and more parchment so that you can correspond while the war is raging.” I take the items and hold them to my chest. “I will be back the day after tomorrow to collect your reply. Is there anything you need? Anything I can bring back?” I shake my head, feeling utterly dejected.

Morąg gets to her feet. “May I have a word outside, Dreff?” He nods and they leave me with my letter. As soon as the door closes, I scramble to my feet and go over to the window. I pull off the string and uncurl the paper. The moon’s natural light filtering in through the window is all I have to read the letter with. 

The writing is curved and elegant, so unlike what I would have expected from an orc, even an orc king. My eyes are greedy and consume Kagan’s words.

Queen Florence.

It is not yet safe for you to return. Nimbus and Sar have started a war in a bid to obtain my crown. Don’t worry, your grandfather is safe. He is helping me make weapons.

Stay where you are. Dreff will visit you whenever he can to bring you food and to courier our letters.

Please stay strong for the sake of the baby growing in your belly.

Your king and mate, Kagan.

My hand drops, still clutching the letter, while tears form on my lower lashes.

That wasn’t a letter meant for a wife. I was more befitting a friend. There is not one word of adoration or...love. Surely after what we did together something would have happened to his heart? Like it has to mine. 

I swipe the back of my hand across my eyes. What did I expect? This is not a marriage of love; it’s a marriage of convenience with one motive only—to get Kagan his heir. 

I look down at my flat stomach. I really hope the making of an heir failed. Crumpling up the letter, I throw it at the wall.
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I pace the bedchamber in which I laid claim to my mate eleven days ago, while waiting patiently for Dreff to return, hopefully with a letter from her, from my Flora. As I pace, I reflect on the time since she’s been gone.

Nimbus and Sar had tricked me. On the day of the joining ceremony, both my step-brothers had travelled back through the portal to our world, returning with more warriors who’d already pledged allegiance to them. 

Then Nimbus had sought out a place to construct equipment to dig for a mine, while Sar had hidden their larger army of males away in the dwellings surrounding the castle. 

They knew my army would begin work to find a mine the day following the ceremony and planned to storm the castle and ambush us. 

If it hadn’t have been for Dreff following me back to the castle with my warriors when I left him at the new mine site Nimbus had so conveniently constructed miles away from the castle, I would now be dead.

The door knocks with the secret code only Dreff and I know. I stride over and pull it open. Dreff’s grin is like a healing balm as it washes over me. I pull him in for a hug and slap his back. “Good to see you my friend. How is she?”

“Subdued.”

“Did she ask about me again this time?” I ask. Dreff shakes his head, and it feels as though I’ve been stabbed in the back again by my brother. I release Dreff, and reach around to rub the small wound, a result of our fight just after Flora had fled from the hall. Sar had managed to get the first inch of his blade in me before I flung him over my shoulder. When he’d landed, we’d both heard his and my warriors fighting in the corridor. The two who’d I’d placed outside Flora’s chamber reprieved themselves and stopped his warriors. I wasn’t so lucky. He’d thrown a bench at me and then escaped through a secret door, locking it on the other side,

Dreff reaches inside his breeches and pulls out a scroll of parchment. I take it from him and stride over to a lit candle while unravelling it.

My eyes first take in the delicate scrawl of Flora’s writing. Then I can wait no longer. I have to read her words.

Kagan my King,

Morąg and I are safe. Thank you for informing me about my grandfather and thank you for the food parcels.

As for keeping the baby growing in my belly safe, I do not even know if there is one there.

Your queen, Florence.

I re-read the few words and then look over at Dreff. “Is this it? Is this all she sent?” He nods. I pace the room, scratching in between my braids while raking my tusks backward and forwards along my top lip. “I don’t understand it... She appears to be indifferent to me—even after our mating.” I study her words again.

Dreff takes a few steps closer. “My king.” He places a hand on my shoulder to stop my pacing. “My friend.” I look up from the letter. “I was there when you wrote your letter to her and I saw what you put. In all the time I have spent with Morąg, I have learned a lot. The thing that seems to be the most important is, human females are a lot softer and more emotional than orc females. Morąg told me females from this world like to hear words of endearment and of love.”

I huff and slap the letter. “Love! What is it with this love? Samuel, Flora’s grandfather, requested this at the ceremony. Is this something practiced a lot by the humans?”

Dreff shrugs. “I’m just passing on what I’ve learned, sire.”

A long impatient growl rattles up through my throat. “I care about Flora’s safety. Is that not the same as love?”

“I know nothing of the emotion my king. All I can repeat to you is what Morąg told me about it.” 

I nod my head. “Go ahead.”

“Morąg said, love is having a connection and strong feeling to another. It can grow from care or from sexual desire, but it can also be between two people who are not in a romantic relationship.”

“I have a strong sexual desire for Flora, and I care that she is safe.”

“Then maybe you love her, my king.”

His words dive me deep in thought. “Maybe I do, Dreff.” I look over to clean parchment on a table. “I must go. There are warriors waiting for me outside. We are about to charge the encampment.”

“Then I will be at your side, sire.”

Rushing over to the table, I pick up a quill. “No, you must deliver another letter.”

“But sire—”

I hold my hand up to stop his objection. “No, this is important, my friend. I must put my mate’s mind at ease. If she is growing my baby in her belly, I need her to be in a happy state of mind.”

I quickly write down words I hope are the right ones. The things I’d like to say that come to mind as I picture Flora’s face. Blowing the ink dry, I roll the parchment and tie a piece of string around it before handing it back to Dreff. 

He takes it and slides it into a side pocket in his breeches. “I will be quick my lord, then I’ll come join you in battle.”

I go out into the corridor with him. “Yes, be swift Dreff. I need you with me by my side.” He nods and I watch him walk away down the corridor. 

My warriors are already waiting for me at Nimbus and Sar’s encampment, hidden around the perimeter. 

Striding out into the courtyard, I call for my warg-wolf. He’s sniffing the air as he patrols the entrance. He runs over to me and goes down onto his haunches for me to climb upon his back.

As I ride to my brother’s hidden encampment, I have a tightness in my gut I can’t shake. Is it a warning? Could my queen be in danger? Dreff is a mighty warrior, and I’m glad I sent him back with another letter. If anyone can protect my mate from potential danger, it’s Dreff.

When I’m close to the encampment, I dismount my wolf and go the remainder of the way on foot. It’s quiet, but I don’t expect to hear a peep from my hidden warriors, anyway. I look down the hill I’m on into the encampment. My brother’s warriors are milling about sharpening swords and whatnot. Now is the perfect time to attack. 

Keeping low, I make my way to where Hexitas, my third in command is. With my trained eye, I see his yellow eyes peeking out from the leaves of a bush. But I’m taken by surprise when his face suddenly pushes through and he yells a warning.

“Kagan! Behind you!”

I pull my sword and turn just in time to block a swing from another sword. I stare into the eyes of Sar, but I don’t see his dagger. He thrusts it into my side. I push him away and raise my sword as I shout to Hexitas. “Attack the encampment!”



Flora 

I’M GOING STIR CRAZY in this cabin. Every time Morąg goes out to set traps, I keep reading the damn letter over and over. I don’t know what I’m expecting. Maybe for words to materialise that weren’t there before. Caring words, or words with a hint of romance. I did after all let him do those things to me. Didn’t that mean anything to him? But now, after receiving the letter, I just feel used. I feel as if he was only nice to me that night so he could use my body to try to put a baby inside me.

I wander outside, looking for Morąg. I don’t see her, but I do see bushes rustling in the opposite direction to where she went.

My body freezes when it should be running away. I inhale quickly when I spy a large green body moving rapidly towards me. My first thought is, they’ve found us, but then there’s something in the way the orc hangs his head as he walks that I recognise. 

“Dreff?” The orc looks up and my legs all but give way underneath me with relief. “Is that you Dreff?” A raise of a hand confirms it is Dreff. “What are you doing back here again so soon? Has the war finished?”

He shakes his head and hands over another parchment scroll. My chest tightens. I don’t think I can stomach any more blunt words, especially after my equally blunt reply. This time the letter might be worse. I didn’t realise until now we’re having our own war—the war of words.

“I only came to deliver this and then I must quickly go. Kagan has left for a battle without me. He’s never done that before.”

The thought of him going into battle without the added protection of Dreff makes me feel weird. I think I’m actually scared for him. A squeak escapes my lips instead of words, and before I get a chance to ask him anything else about the letter or the battle, he’s already turned around and is swallowed by the forest again.

Lifting the scroll in front of my face, I study it to see if it looks any different from the first one I received. My gut pinches when I don’t see any extra swirls of decoration from Kagan’s quill. No, it’s exactly the same; therefore, I’m presuming the words inside it will be exactly the same, too.

Walking back into the cabin I sling the scroll down onto the small table. I can’t open it. I’m already in turmoil from the first letter. Reading another exactly the same will shrivel my heart into a cold hard stone.

I’m moping around inside the cabin for another ten minutes before I relent and pick the parchment scroll up. Morąg has been gone a while so she’ll be coming back at any moment. I need privacy to read the letter in case Kagan’s blunt words cut me deep.

With trembling hands, I pull off the string. The coarse parchment instantly unravels and I open it up. The first thing I notice is there are more than double the words of his first letter.

My mate. My queen. My Flora.

I fear this is the only way we are going to be able to communicate for a time, and I have no way of knowing for how long. For now, all I can do is forget this is parchment and a quill in front of me, and instead imagine your face. I’m imagining your beautiful green eyes and full pink lips in its place, distracting me from my thoughts like it has done since you left.

Yes Flora, I am speaking my mind right now. I’m yearning to be united with you. I can’t wait to hold you in my arms again and smell your hair. My lips ache for yours. You are my precious mate and I won’t settle until you are safely back in my arms again held tight to my chest and protected from the world.

I must finish here as I have a battle to fight, but I know I will win it, because I have to get you back to cherish forever.

Your mate, Kagan.

A can’t swallow past the lump that’s formed in my throat and realise my cheeks are wet. 

Morąg walks into the cabin and stops dead when she sees the new parchment in my hands and the tears streaming down my face.

“Has Dreff been here? Where is he now? Is there bad news? Is the orc king okay?” Too many questions. My head I spinning. Stumbling over to a seat, I fall into it. Morąg rushes over and stoops in front of me. “My queen. Are you alright?” 

I nod and look into her dark brown eyes. I’ve never realised until now how kind they were. “Yes Morąg, I’m fine. The news isn’t bad. Far from it. It’s a letter from Kagan and it has words that make my heart skip.”

Morąg’s mouth curls into a smile. “Absence makes the heart grow fonder.”

“What? What does that mean?”

“The king is missing you. You must have made quite the impression on him.”

My mouth quirks up and warmth spreads throughout my chest. “Do you think so?”

Her lovely brown eyes twinkle. “I know so.” My smile grows. “Any news of the war?”

My smile falters. “Dreff needed to get back quickly because Kagan had gone to a battle without him.”

The look of worry that washes over Morąg’s face makes it hard to catch my next breath. “Do...do you think he’ll be okay?”

Morąg forces a smile. “Of course he will. He’s the king—a strong warrior orc king.” I nod my head in agreement. Morąg points down at the letter held tightly in my hands. “Well, aren’t you going to reply?”

“What now? Dreff won’t be back for days.”

“Believe me, it could you take days to think of the right words to reply.” She lifts a rabbit I hadn’t seen. “I’ll prepare this for supper.”

As soon as she leaves the cabin, I read the letter again. I know exactly the words I want to reply with, but I want to bask in the warmth of Kagan’s words a little longer before I begin.
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Opening my eyes, I peer up. Above me is a ceiling of rock. I sit up with a start and look about me. 

The ground is full of injured orcs. I recognise their faces; they are my orc warriors. 

“At last.” Dreff’s voice draws my head left. He’s lying beside me with his leg heavily bandaged. “Dreff! What the fuck happened? Where are we?”

“We’re in a cave. You’ve been out of it for weeks. It was touch and go whether you’d make it.”

My head is fuzzy, but my first thought on hearing this is of Flora. “Where is Flora? Is she safe?”

“As far as I’m aware she is. I haven’t been back since I delivered your last letter. I came immediately to Nimbus and Sar’s encampment, but the battle had already began. Hexitas told me you were injured badly. Sar had stabbed you with a dagger laced with poison, but you continued to fight bravely until you collapsed. Then Hexitas protected you until I arrived. I carried you out, but they’d laid traps and my leg was injured. If it hadn’t have been for Hexitas’s quick thinking, we would have lost the battle.”

“Why are we not back in the castle?”

“Some of the warriors are. They are holding it well, but we couldn’t move you. You were fighting a raging fever for almost two weeks, and I couldn’t move. My leg was busted up pretty bad. Luckily, Hexitas had scouted out this cave days before. It has fresh water and the herbs growing nearby have saved a lot of lives.”

My hands curl into fists. “And Nimbus and Sar?”

“Alive still, but we have the portal guarded. There is no way for them and their small army to return to our world.”

My jaw juts out. “Good. No matter how long it takes I’ll hunt them down and kill them. For now, we need to get back to the palace.” My thoughts return to my mate again. “You haven’t told anyone where Flora is, have you?” 

Dreff shakes his head. “No sire. I didn’t want to chance it. Morąg is a skilled trap maker, so I knew they wouldn’t starve.”

I nod. “I need to ensure she is safe and well. Once my mind is at peace, we must formulate a plan to mine for ore and make more weapons. I fear this war has only just begun. Are Samuel and the villagers safe?”

“Yes. There are also orc warriors guarding the village.” I try rising to my feet , but dizziness knocks me to the ground again. Dreff reaches to steady me. “Are you sure you’re ready to move, my lord? We’ve barely been able to feed you for weeks.”

“That’s exactly why I must leave. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen my queen. Even if I have to crawl back to the castle, I need to know that she’s safe. I’ll eat as we travel back.”

Dreff nods and looks past me. “Hexitas! Make haste. We are returning to the castle.”

***
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THE JOURNEY BACK IS slow. Our warg-wolves were trained to return to base in the midst of war, so the able-limbed males have to aid the injured while also scouting for the enemy. A journey that should have taken half a day turns into four. By the time we reach the castle, it’s been precisely five weeks and three days since Flora’s and my joining ceremony.

Inside the palace, I light a torch and search the corridor for the canvas Dreff described to me. My heart skips a beat when I find it, and before I pull it back to reveal a door, I look left and right to ensure I’m not seen.

The passage is long. Dreff described its length to me, but my impatience is getting the better of me. I stumble on for what feels like an eternity until I finally see the end in sight.

I step out into the bright sunshine and see a dense forest immediately in front of me. I continue to follow Dreff’s instructions, but I swear they are wrong as I push through the heavy foliage. But then I hear something out of place in this natural environment. 

Standing motionless, I cup my hand over my ear. The noise is coming from east of my location. As stealthily as I can, I head in that direction. The noise comes and goes intermittently and the sound of running water also comes into range with it. 

I continue in the direction of both until I’m certain I’m in the right place. Stopping at a large bush with the noises on the other side, I withdraw my sword and push quickly past the lush leaves. 

The sight in front of me makes my raised sword drop from my hand to the ground.

On the other side of a stream, Flora is on her knees, heaving into the water with Morąg standing behind her, holding her hair.

Morąg looks across at me and smiles. Flora must sense my presence, because she suddenly looks up, too. Our eyes lock and she pushes up onto her feet. Morąg drops Flora’s hair and dabs at her open mouth with a wet cloth.

My legs move of their own accord and I stumble into the water and stagger through it to get to my mate.

“I’ll head back to the cabin,” says Morąg. But neither of us responds. We have eyes only for each other.

I stand in front of Flora and look down into green pools I’ve dreamt about for weeks. My arms can no longer remain by my sides. I pull her to me, enveloping her, and squeezing her small body to mine as I inhale every hair on her head.

“My mate. My queen...My love.” I suddenly remember how I’d seen her heaving into the water, and remember doing the same thing when I was first poisoned. Panic grips my heart and I hold her at arm’s length as my eyes roam her face. “Are you sick? Is it poison?”

Her eyes are wide as she shakes her head. “No, I’m well. Morąg says I’m being sick because I have a life growing in my belly.”

My jaw hangs open and I drop to my knees and grab hold of her hips, bringing her stomach closer to my face. I place a long kiss upon it and get back on my feet, cupping her face. “Is it true? Is my son growing inside you?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know, but I have a feeling my body is changing.” 

I angle my face to place a kiss on her lips, but she pulls away slightly. My gut tightens. Does she not feel the same way for me as I do for her? “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve just been sick. My breath smells. This is not how I imagined our first kiss to be when we met again.”

Pulling her to me, I wrap my arms tightly around her. “I wouldn’t care if you were covered from head to foot in sick. I’d still kiss those precious lips. I’ve also been dreaming of this moment, and nothing is going to stop me from kissing you.”

She opens her mouth to protest, but I slam my mouth to hers. I kiss her passionately, channelling every feeling I’ve stored up from the weeks behind the kiss.

When we come up for air, her eyes are half-closed. I can smell her desire for me and my stiff cock throbs in my breeches.

She blinks as if trying to rid herself of her daze. “What happened to you? Why didn’t we get anymore letters from Dreff? Is Dreff okay?”

“Dreff is recovering. He broke his leg helping me. I was stabbed and poisoned. I was unconscious for weeks.”

She drops her head and it twists so she can investigate my body. “Stabbed?”

“Don’t worry, I am on the mend—we both are.”

She sighs with relief and her concern warms my heart. Her eyes go wide. “And my grandfather?”

“He is safe and well.” Her eyes closed as if in prayer. “It’s time to come home.”

Her eyelids fling open and her face brightens. “Is the war over?”

I shake my head. “It’s only just begun, but I need you by my side to win it.”

She pulls away and her small hand slide into mine. “I’m here. We need to make things right. I don’t want our son being born into a world filled with war.”



Flora 

KAGAN DOESN’T LET GO of my hand until we are about to go through the door back into the safety of the castle. Dreff is already in the corridor waiting for us. I’m surprised to see him standing because he has wooden splints on either side of his leg, which are bound in place from his upper thigh to his ankle. I notice Morąg’s face cloud with worry when she’s sees it. It appears he definitely is the son she never had.

“Kagan, there’s been a development.”

His brows draw together with concern. “What is it?”

We captured one of your brother’s warriors and interrogated him, but the only intel we could get from him were his own infantries orders.”

“And what were they?”

“That they will attack the village at dawn, kill all the males and capture the females of mating age.”

Kagan rushes past Dreff. “We need to get them out of the village now!” My heart jumps up into my mouth. My grandfather might be there.

“It’s done.” Kagan stops in his tracks. “The villagers are gathered in the great hall, but they are unsettled.”

Kagan turns around and walks back over to Dreff, and places a hand on his shoulder. “I should have known. Thank you.”

He extends his arm in my direction and holds out his hand. My tummy flutters, and I reach out and grab it. We walk to the great hall with Morąg holding back to walk with Dreff. Kagan turns to look at me. “I don’t know how we’ll be received, me as their new king and you as my queen.”

I try to give him a bright reassuring smile. “I’m sure they’ll appreciate you after your men just saved them from your brothers.”

Kagan grimaces. “I’m not sure they’ll see it like that. I did after all send my brothers to this world ahead of me. They won’t believe that the killing of the king and the death of the queen had nothing to do with me.”

“I didn’t know that. I thought you’d ordered the death of the king.”

Kagan stops to look at me and places his free hand against the side of my face. “No, I would not do that. Other orc leaders maybe, and my father would have, but not me. The king’s death had nothing to do with me.” He strokes a claw down my cheek. “I’m sorry. We didn’t really do much talking on our first night together, did we? I promise that from now on, I will treat you with the respect you deserve.” He leans down at kisses me gently and his tusks tickle my cheeks. I nod. He lifts our linked hands and kisses the back of my hand. “Come. We must talk to our people and find somewhere for them to sleep.”

I can hear the voices of the villagers high with emotion before Kagan pushes the doors to the great hall open. When they see us holding hands, quiet settles over everyone for a moment before the restless, anxious chatter begins again.

Kagan releases my hand and holds his hands up in assign to silence everyone. The humdrum of noise once again lowers. “You are all safe here.”

Someone from the back shouts out. “Safe! You’ve killed our king and taken our young women away. Now you have us held here against our will.”

I suck in a startled gasp. Not because like me, the villagers thought Kagan had murdered the king, but because there are women missing. Would Kagan’s men have taken them?

My head twists to look up at Kagan, my eyes narrowed with suspicion. But he looks just as surprised by the news as I am. My eyes go back to the crowd and search for the faces of my childhood friends, the now grown-up young women whom I chat to when they came into the store to purchase bread. But to my horror, I don’t see their faces.

“What? Are you saying some of your people have been taken?”

Another person from the crowd this time speaks. “Don’t try to pretend you know nothing about it. It was green men with tusks just like you who took them.”

Dreff comes into the hall behind us. “When did this happen? Why didn’t you tell our warriors about this when they were gathering you up and bringing you here?”

“Because we were herded like sheep. We were too scared to say anything,” says an older woman who is new to the village, having moved here to look after her daughter’s children when she died in childbirth. The youngest of them is crying at her legs.

Kagan turns to Dreff and his face scrunches with anger. “How did this happen? Their young females were taken before the day the prisoner told you?”

Dreff appears to be just as angry. “He tricked us. They fucking tricked us.”

Kagan growls, and the veins in his neck bulge. “This was set up. You were meant to capture him as a distraction and a diversion from their real plan.” 

Kagan turns to face the villagers who are becoming more restless by the second. “My warriors and I are no longer connected to those other orc warriors. Believe me when I say we had nothing to do with taking your females.”

“But you did take one—you took Samuel’s daughter, Florence. Are you making her do things against her wishes like you are with Samuel?” Whoever is shouting out these questions is relentless. He’s not stopping to draw breath. I can see even Kagan is overwhelmed by them. “Forcing him to make weapons for you? What have you done with him? We haven’t seen him in weeks? Has he gone to the same place you’ve taken our daughters? Have they gone back to your world?”

“ENOUGH!” roars Kagan. Silence befalls the hall. Even the children have stopped crying. My heart is banging wildly against my chest. There could be a grain of truth in some of those questions. I truly don’t know what’s been going on these past weeks. My head is telling me to listen, to think carefully about the accusations being fired at my orc husband, because they might be true. But my heart is laughing at the absurdity of them.

I realise I don’t know anything about my orc husband other than how he makes me feel when we are intimate together. Until he proves to me that he has the young missing women’s interests at heart, I can’t fully give myself to him.  

“As your new orc king, I solemnly promise I will do everything in my power to return your females. And Samuel, my queen’s...father.” I sigh with relief. None of the villagers know he is my grandfather yet. “Samuel is helping us make weapons that ensure we get your family. He is safe and well in the armoury at the back of the palace. You are welcome to come and see him to put your minds at rest that he is working here under his own volition”

A low murmur begins. Jack, the carpenter, steps forward. “Florence. Tell us this. Can we trust these monsters? Have you been forced to do things against your will? Were you forced to become queen?”

Kagan watches me intensely, waiting on bated breath for my answer. But he’s not the only one. Hundreds of eyes, blue, green, brown and yellow, hold me under their scrutiny, from the villagers, Dreff and the orcs round the edge of the great hall. 

I suck in a breath before I speak. “As you all know, Kagan did take me from the village against my will,” his eyes widen, as if this is news to him, “but I had a choice to go through with the marriage ceremony...and with what happened after that.” Kagan’s large chest rises and falls heavily as he watches me. “I believe he will do as he says. He will find our women, and he will fight to get them back safely.”

“If he does this for us, we will accept him as our new king,” says Jack.

He nods his head and his jaw juts out with determination. He looks at Dreff. “Gather the males and come to my bedchamber in five minutes.” He links his fingers through mine and we walk from the hall, but then the leading becomes more dominant with him in front of me.

My heart strums wildly as I’m pulled down the corridors towards our bedchamber, with no words being exchanged between us, and his body language showing me he’s now suddenly angry.

Just like all those weeks ago, he kicks open the door, yanking me hard into the room. I end up in the middle of the bedchamber and watch him cautiously, my emotions in turmoil as he closes the door behind him.   

He stands motionless staring at me and my heart pounds in this tense moment. Then he strides quickly towards me. I stumble backwards away from him. I’m frightened of him. I was right all along—he’s a monster—he’s going to hurt me.

He grabs me roughly by the top of the arms and pulls me to him. My breasts slam hard into his chest and his mouth slams against mine, as his arms encompass me so tight, I can barely breathe. It takes a moment for me to realise what’s happening, but my rigid body soon melts against him as he kisses me with such passion my toes curl. 

He talks through his heated kiss. “Oh my mate, my queen, my love. I realised the error of the orc ways up there in the hall. Can you ever forgive me for forcing you to come with me that day in the village?”

My reply is a breathy, “Yes.”

“I’m going to do everything in my power to change the orc’s brutal ways. But I must admit, I don’t regret taking you. Because if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have you in my arms right now.” 

Wetness appears between my legs and my pulse throbs in my neck. I’m consumed with desire for my green skinned, tusked monster orc king.

There’s an urgent knock on the door and whoever it is doesn’t wait for an invitation to enter. It’s Dreff. “Kagan, there’s been a sighting.” 

Kagan growls with frustration and pulls away from my lips. His eyes are as hungry for me as mine are for him. His hands cup my face. “Keep the bed warm my love. I’ll be back soon, and I swear to you I’ll return with at least one of the village female.”

My chest flutters. “I will my king. Be safe...and don’t be long.”

***
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