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Chapter 1 — The Bargain

The cart left me at the edge of the world.

Its wheels had carved tracks through mud and frost-rimed grass, a final, grinding journey north from what was left of Elmstead. The two silent guards, their faces hidden by helmets stamped with the king’s falcon, had untied my wrists from the rail only to shove me forward into the trampled clearing. Then they’d turned the cart and left without a word, the clatter of their departure swallowed by the vast, brooding silence of the mountains.

I stood alone, the cold biting through the thin linen of the ceremonial shift they’d given me. It was white, or had been, and now it was smeared with travel grime and clung to my curves in the sharp wind. My auburn hair whipped across my face. I pushed it back, my fingers numb.

Before me sprawled the orc encampment.

It was not the chaotic, filthy squalor the village elders had whispered about. It was ordered, brutal, and alive. Hide tents, stitched from the skins of massive beasts, formed a wide circle around a central firepit where flames leaped toward the iron-grey sky. The smell hit me first: forge-smoke, roasting meat, horses, and something earthier, muskier—the scent of the warband itself. The air thrummed with the rhythmic clang of a hammer on metal, the guttural cadence of a foreign tongue, the occasional roar of laughter that sounded like rocks grinding together.

Green-skinned figures moved with a powerful, predatory grace. They were huge, every one of them taller and broader than the largest man from my village. Their skin was the deep green of forest shadows, marked here and there with scars that shone pale silver. Some wore leather harnesses studded with iron, others furs against the cold. Their faces were heavy-browed, intelligent, with strong jaws and, on most, tusks that curved up from their lower lips.

I was a pale, fragile doll abandoned on their threshold. A peace-offering. A tribute. The words of the king’s envoy echoed in my skull: The warband of Gornath the Breaker has razed three border villages. Your king, in his wisdom, offers a tribute of gold, grain, and… a woman. To appease their savagery. To buy a season of peace.

I was the ‘and’. The afterthought. The thing to be used and discarded.

A figure detached itself from the shadow of a large tent near the fire and began walking toward me. The others stopped their tasks to watch, a low murmur spreading through the camp.

He was bigger than the rest. Impossibly broad, his shoulders straining against the leather and iron harness he wore. Battle scars mapped a history of violence across his chest and arms, pale lines against the dark green of his skin. His face was a monument of grim angles, a deep scar cutting through one thick eyebrow and down his cheek. His tusks, longer and sharper than any I’d seen, gleamed. His eyes, as he drew closer, were the color of old amber, fixed on me with an intensity that stopped the breath in my chest.

This was Gornath. The Breaker.

He stopped a few feet away, his shadow engulfing me. I had to crane my neck to look up at him. The silence around us became absolute, save for the crackle of the central fire.

“Human,” he said. His voice was low, a vibration I felt in my bones. It was not the roar I expected. It was controlled, articulate. “You are the tribute?”

I found my voice, though it was a thin, reedy thing. “I am.”

He circled me slowly, his gaze a physical weight. I felt it on my back, my legs, the curve of my hips under the damp linen. It was an appraisal, utterly devoid of the leering hunger I’d feared. This was colder. More calculating.

“They send a woman in a pretty rag,” he mused, stopping before me again. “And gold that is less than the value of the iron they stole. And grain that will not last the winter. Your king’s ‘peace’ is an insult.”

A spark of defiance, the last ember from the person I’d been before Elmstead burned, flickered in my chest. “Then send me back.”

A ripple of harsh laughter moved through the watching orcs. Gornath did not smile. His amber eyes held mine. “No.”

The single word was final. A death sentence.

He turned to address his warband, his voice carrying easily. “The gold we melt for arrowheads. The grain we feed to the horses. The woman…” He looked back at me. “The woman is a message. That humans think so little of their own, they gift them like trinkets.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. This was it. I would be killed here, a message carved in my flesh. I saw my death in his eyes. Quick, maybe. Or slow. But inevitable.

But I had walked from the ashes of my home. I had survived the raid that took my family, hiding in the root cellar while the world above screamed. I had been chosen by lot, the unmarried woman of suitable age, handed over by my own people to buy their safety. I had nothing left. Nothing but a fierce, clawing will to see another sunrise.

Before he could pronounce my fate, I spoke. The words tore from me, raw and desperate.

“Kill me, and the message is only that you are what they say. Savage. A beast.” I took a shaking step forward, into the heat radiating from his body. “Use me, and the message is the same.”

He went very still. The camp held its breath.

“What,” he said, the word soft and dangerous, “would you have me do?”

I swallowed, my mouth dry. “Keep me.”

The murmur that went through the warband was one of disbelief, of amusement.

Gornath’s head tilted. “As what? A pet? A slave? You would not last a day.”

“Not as a slave.” I forced my chin up, meeting his ancient, weary eyes. “You said it yourself. My king sent me because he thinks so little of me. He thinks you will think so little of me. That you will see only a body to break.” I drew in a breath that hurt. “Prove him wrong. Keep me. Let me… earn my place.”

“Earn it how?” he asked, curiosity now mingling with the intensity in his gaze.

I had nothing to offer. I was a village girl who knew herbs and sewing and the songs of the harvest. Useless here. Except for one thing. The one thing everyone saw when they looked at me. The soft curves, the pale skin, the hair like autumn leaves. The thing that had made me the tribute.

“I am a woman,” I said, the crudeness of it shocking my own ears. But there was no place for poetry here. “You are a chief. Your warband is strong. But I see no mates. I see no children. Only warriors waiting for a winter that may starve them.” I gestured around at the sea of green, male faces. “A warband that does not grow is a warband that dies.”

The silence deepened. I saw it in their eyes now—not amusement, but a kind of shocked recognition.

Gornath studied me for a long, agonizing moment. Then he said, “You offer yourself as a breeder.”

The word was blunt, biological. It stripped away any pretense. Heat flooded my cheeks, but I did not look away. “I offer a bargain. My… compliance. My body. For my life. For protection. For a place.”

“Compliance,” he repeated, as if tasting the word. He took a step closer, and I felt the warmth of him, smelled the scent of leather, cold iron, and the clean, sharp smell of his skin. “A bargain implies choice. You are in no position to bargain, human.”

“I am choosing now,” I whispered. “To offer. Instead of just… waiting to be taken. You can refuse. You can kill me. But this is my choice. The only one I have left.”

Something shifted in his amber eyes. The grim hardness softened, just at the edges. He saw it—the agency in my desperation. The thread of spirit I had not yet surrendered.

He turned to his warband again. “Hear this!” he roared, and the force of it made me flinch. “This human, Maeve of Elmstead, has offered a bargain to the Warband of the Black Rock! She offers her body to bear the next generation of our strength! In return, she claims the rights of a mate under my protection! Her life, her safety, her place at my fire! Do any challenge her right to make this offer?”

The warband was silent. Then, one by one, they thumped their fists against their chests. A slow, rolling thunder of acceptance.

Gornath looked back at me. “The bargain is struck. You are under my protection. From this moment, you are mine.”

The words should have felt like chains locking. Instead, a dizzying, terrifying relief washed through me. I was not going to die today.

He gestured with his head. “Come.”

He led me through the camp. Orcs watched as I passed, their expressions unreadable. I saw no human women, only a few older orc females moving with pots or hides, their faces as scarred and formidable as the males’. Gornath stopped before the largest tent, set slightly apart from the circle near a sheer rock face. It was made of thick, dark hides, the entrance covered by a heavy flap.

He held it open for me.

I ducked inside, and the world changed.

The noise of the camp muted. The air was warmer, heavy with the scent of cedar boughs laid on the floor, smoked hides, and that same clean, masculine scent that was uniquely his. A low fire glowed in a central pit, the smoke rising through a hole in the roof. Furs were piled near it—bear, wolf, creatures I couldn’t name. A simple wooden chest, an iron-bound rack holding a massive axe and a sword, a waterskin. It was sparse, utilitarian, but clean.

He followed me in, letting the flap fall closed. The space, which had seemed large, suddenly felt intimate, shrunken by his immense presence.

“Sit,” he said, not unkindly, gesturing to the furs by the fire.

I sank down, my legs finally giving way. The warmth of the fire began to seep into my frozen skin. He moved to the other side, lowering himself with a grace that belied his size. He watched me as I shivered, then reached for the waterskin and a carved wooden cup. He poured water and handed it to me.

My hands trembled as I took it. “Thank you.”

I drank. The water was cold and clean.

“The bargain,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine. “It is not a license for force. Do you understand this, Maeve?”

I nodded, the cup held tight in my hands. “I understand.”

“My people are not the mindless beasts your stories tell. We have laws. A mate’s consent is one of them. What you offered out there was a… a treaty. A beginning.” He leaned forward, the firelight carving the planes of his face in shadow and gold. “What happens here, between us, requires a ‘yes’ that is given freely. Without fear for your life. Do you understand the difference?”

I stared at him. In all my terror, in all my grim determination to survive, I had not prepared for this. For honor. “Yes,” I breathed.

“Good.” He sat back. “You are safe tonight. You will sleep here, by the fire. I will not touch you without your clear invitation. That is the law of my tent.”

The tension that had held me rigid since I was thrown from the cart began to unravel, leaving a profound, aching exhaustion in its wake. And something else—a confusing, treacherous flicker of something that was not fear.

He stood, the firelight carving shadows across the hard planes of his shoulders, and fetched a folded pelt of thick, soft fur from a chest near the tent wall. “Sleep. Tomorrow you will be given proper clothes. You will learn the ways of the camp.”

I took the fur. My fingers brushed his. His skin was warm, the heat of it sinking straight through mine, and the muscle beneath lay dense and unyielding. A sharp current raced up my arm and pooled between my thighs.

I wrapped the fur around my shoulders. “Gornath?”

He paused at the entrance, looking back.

“Why?” I asked. “Why accept my bargain? You could have taken what you wanted. No one would have stopped you.”

He was silent for a long moment. “Because a choice given is a stronger bond than a chain forged,” he said at last. “And my people need more than fear to survive the coming years. We need hope.” His gaze moved over me, not with hunger, but with the steady weight of assessment. “Rest, Maeve of the Bargain.”

He left the tent. The flap fell shut behind him and I was alone.

I lay down by the fire, wrapped in the fur that carried his scent—smoke, iron, and the darker musk of his skin. The day spun behind my eyes: the cold cart, the grim warband, the towering chief, my own reckless words. I had traded my body for my life. A brutal exchange. Yet he had left me a thread of dignity to hold. A choice given.

Sleep came deep and dreamless, the first true rest I had known since the raid.

I awoke to the smell of broth and the sound of his movements.

Gornath crouched by the fire, stirring a small pot that hung from a tripod. Dawn light, grey and thin, leaked through the smoke hole. He had stripped off his harness and wore only loose trousers of dark leather. The scars on his back and shoulders stood out in the dim light, a raised map of old violence.

He heard me stir and turned. “You slept long.”

My body was stiff from the hard ground, but warm. I sat up, pulling the fur around me. “I… I didn’t mean to.”

“You needed it.” He ladled broth into a wooden bowl and handed it to me. “Eat.”

It was simple—meat, root vegetables, herbs—but hot and thick. I ate fast, the hunger hitting me all at once. He ate from his own bowl in silence, watching.

When we finished, he set the bowls aside. “Come outside. You need to see the day.”

I followed him out, still wrapped in the fur. The camp was already alive. Orcs nodded to Gornath as we passed, their eyes flicking to me with guarded curiosity. He led me to a smaller tent where an older orc female waited, her green skin lined like weathered bark. She held a bundle of cloth in her arms.

“This is Karga,” Gornath said. “She will see you have suitable clothes. And she will show you the wash-stream.”

Karga looked me up and down with a critical eye that held no cruelty. “Shift off,” she grunted.

I hesitated, clutching the fur.

Gornath turned his back, granting what privacy he could. “I will be at the forge. Karga will bring you when you are ready.”

He walked away. I was left with the stern-faced orc woman. I drew a breath and let the fur and the dirty linen shift fall. Cold air tightened my skin into gooseflesh. Karga said nothing about my nudity, my pale softness, my freckles. She simply handed me a length of woven cloth to dry with, then the clothes: sturdy leather trousers that laced to fit, a long tunic of thick wool, and a fur-lined vest. The boots were too large; she produced strips of hide to pad them.

She led me to a swift, clear stream at the edge of the camp. I washed in the icy water, teeth chattering, while she stood with arms crossed, guarding. When I was dressed, the clothes scratchy but warm, she gave a short grunt of approval.

“You look less like a lost ghost-pup,” she said. “Come. The Chief waits.”

She brought me to the forge. Gornath was speaking with a massive orc covered in soot. Heat rolled off the fire in waves. Gornath saw me and dismissed the smith. He approached, eyes moving over my new clothes.

“Better,” he said. The single word landed like praise.

He spent the day showing me the camp—the food stores, the horse lines, the healing tents. He introduced me with the same phrase every time: “This is Maeve. She is under my protection.” It was a statement, a warning, and a shield in one.

As dusk fell we returned to his tent. Karga had left a pot of stew and hard journey bread. We ate in a silence that had grown easier. The fire crackled between us.

The bargain hung in the air, unspoken and heavy. I had offered my body. He had promised to wait for my invitation. The tension coiled tighter with every glance, every accidental brush of hands reaching for bread.

Finally he set his bowl aside. “The bargain,” he said, voice low. “It hangs between us.”

I nodded. My throat felt tight.

“I will not force the gate,” he said, repeating the words from the night before. “But I would know if you wish to open it.”

He was giving me the choice again. Not in desperation for my life, but here in the warmth of his tent. Fear still sat cold in my gut, yet it had mixed with other things—curiosity, a raw pull toward the sheer size and strength of him, the stark honor in the way he held himself. A need, deep and primal, to do more than survive. To connect. To feel something besides cold and fear.

I looked at him across the fire. At the powerful line of his shoulders, the intelligent eyes watching me, waiting. He was an orc. A warrior who had razed villages. He was also the one who had given me a fur, who had fed me, who had offered me a choice when he could have taken everything.

My heart beat hard against my ribs, a rhythm that had nothing to do with terror. This was the edge.

I took a slow, shaking breath.

“Yes,” I whispered.

The word hung in the smoky air.

Gornath’s eyes darkened, the amber turning molten. He moved with deliberate power, the controlled strength more dangerous than any rush. He came around the fire and knelt before me on the furs. So close I could feel the heat pouring off his skin, smell the smoke and musk and male scent of him.

“Yes?” he asked, needing the confirmation.

I lifted my gaze to his. My voice came steadier. “Yes.”

A low sound, almost a growl, vibrated in his chest. But his hands, when they rose to frame my face, were careful. His thumbs stroked over my cheekbones. The touch sent heat rolling through me. His skin was warm, slightly rough against mine.

“You are sure, Maeve.”

It was not a question, but I answered anyway. “I am sure.”

He leaned in slowly, giving me every chance to pull away. His tusks caught the firelight. I closed my eyes as his lips met mine.

It was not a human kiss. Firmer. More possessive. Still questioning. His lips were firm, his mouth hot. The press of his tusks against my cheeks felt strange, alien, but not frightening. A reminder of what he was. I kissed him back, tentative at first, then with a hunger that surprised me. My hands rose to the hard planes of his chest. I felt the strong, steady beat of his heart beneath my palms.

He broke the kiss, his breath warm on my face. “You taste of honey and cold water,” he murmured, as if the words surprised him. “Nothing in me expected that.”

Then his mouth was on my neck, licking, sucking. A moan slipped from me. His hands left my face and slid down to my shoulders, pushing the woolen tunic and vest down my arms. I helped him, shrugging free until I was bare to the waist, firelight moving over my skin.

His amber eyes drank me in. A deep, guttural sound of appreciation rumbled from him. “So pale,” he said, voice husky and wondering. “Like something carved from birch and morning light.”

He cupped one of my breasts, his large hand swallowing it. His thumb swept over my nipple and it tightened instantly, a sharp bolt of pleasure shooting straight to my core. I gasped, arching into his touch.

“You like that,” he observed, the corner of his scarred mouth lifting.

I could only nod.

He lowered his head and took the peak into his mouth. Heat. Wetness. The careful scrape of a tusk against sensitive flesh. It was overwhelming. I cried out, fingers twisting in the thick dark hair that fell around his face. He suckled and licked, worshiping my breast with focused hunger that left me shaking.

His other hand slid down my body, over my stomach, to the laces of my leather trousers. He undid them with surprising deftness and pushed them and my smallclothes down my hips. I lifted myself, letting him strip me bare on the furs.

I lay exposed before him in the firelight. He knelt between my legs, taking his fill with his eyes. His gaze was hot, reverent, and utterly possessive.

“Perfect,” he growled. “A gift I did not know to want.”

He leaned down, but not to my mouth. He kissed the inside of my thigh, lips and tongue tracing upward. I shuddered, my legs falling open wider. His hot breath feathered over my curls, and then his tongue found the slick heat of me.

I cried out, back bowing off the furs. His tongue was broad, flat, relentless. He licked through my folds, tasting me, then found my clit and circled it with precise pressure that shattered thought. I was panting, hands fisted in the furs, pleasure coiling tight and hot in my belly.

“Gornath… please…” I did not even know what I was begging for.

He understood. He rose over me, his massive body covering mine. The feel of him—the hard, hot planes of his chest against my breasts, the rough texture of his leather trousers against my thighs—was intoxicating. I could feel the rigid length of his cock straining against his clothes, pressing against my stomach.

He reached between us and unlaced his trousers. He freed himself. In the firelight I caught a glimpse—thick, veined, impressively large, the head flushed a darker green. Fresh fear mixed with the aching need inside me. He was so big.

He saw the flicker in my eyes and stilled. “I will not hurt you,” he promised, voice thick with need but controlled. “We go slow. You tell me to stop, I stop.”

I believed him. I nodded and reached down to touch him. My hand barely closed around his girth. He was hot, smooth as velvet over steel. A drop of moisture beaded at the tip. I spread it with my thumb and he groaned, a raw, primal sound that vibrated through me.

He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad head nudging against me. I was wet, ready, but he was so much larger than any man I had known—a fleeting, distant memory.

“Eyes on me,” he commanded softly.

I dragged my gaze from where we were joined to his face. His amber eyes held mine, fierce and protective. He pushed forward, slowly, inexorably.

There was a stretch, a burning fullness that made me gasp. He paused, letting my body adjust, his jaw clenched with the effort of holding still. He kissed me, swallowing my whimper, his tongue mimicking the slow invasion below.

“More?” he whispered against my lips.

“Yes,” I breathed.

He sank deeper, filling me completely, until our bodies were flush. I felt stretched, possessed, the thick length of him seated so fully inside me that I could feel the heavy press of his balls against my ass. The initial burn faded, replaced by a deep, throbbing pleasure that pulsed with every beat of my heart.

He began to move. Slow, deep strokes that dragged the ridged head of his cock against every sensitive place inside me. His rhythm was relentless, a tide pulling me under. I wrapped my legs around his waist, meeting his thrusts, my nails digging into the powerful muscles of his back.

The world narrowed to the feel of him inside me, the wet sound of our bodies meeting, the sound of our ragged breathing, the sight of his face above me, jaw tight, eyes dark with hunger and a tenderness that undid me. The coil in my belly wound tighter, tighter.

“Gornath,” I choked out.

“Give it to me, Maeve,” he growled, his pace intensifying. “All of it. Let me feel you.”

His hand slid between us, his thumb finding my clit again. The dual assault was too much. Pleasure detonated through me, a white-hot rush that locked every muscle in my body. I screamed, my cunt clenching around him, milking his length in rhythmic pulses.

My climax triggered his. With a roar that was part triumph, part surrender, he drove into me one final time, shuddering as he spilled himself deep inside my womb. The heat of his release seemed to brand me, a final seal on our bargain.

He collapsed beside me, pulling me instantly into his arms, my back against his chest. We lay there, slick with sweat, hearts hammering a frantic duet, as the aftershocks trembled through us both.

His breath was warm on my shoulder. His large hand splayed possessively across my ribs, fingers spread wide, as if measuring the beat of my heart from the outside in.

The bargain was consummated.

And as I lay there in the circle of his arms, the fear was gone. In its place was a stunned, sated peace, and the first, fragile tendril of something that felt like belonging.


Chapter 2 — Afterglow and Awakening

Sleep took me like a stone dropping into still water, instant and absolute. I woke in the small hours to a darkness broken only by a thread of orange light at the tent’s central fire, now burned to coals. At first I could not place where I was. The smell was wrong for home — no bread, no thatch, no smell of my father’s dogs. Then his arm shifted across my ribs and the wrongness resolved into something else entirely.

The air smelled of smoke and sweat and leather and something darker — the particular musk of a body that has exerted itself completely and come to rest. His scent. I had learned it in one night the way you learn a river by wading in it, suddenly and totally.

I lay still, cataloguing the aches. Inner thighs. The tender skin at my throat where his tusks had pressed. The small of my back where the furs had bunched and I had not cared. A full inventory of what had happened, written in my body in a language that had no shame in it, only fact: you were here, and then you were more than here, and it changed you, and you let it.

He’d wanted that. He’d wanted to mark me, to seat himself inside me and stay there. And I, Maeve the baker’s daughter, had not only let him but pulled him closer with both hands and asked for more. The recognition of it moved through me in a slow, startled wave.

A soft, incredulous sound escaped my lips, barely a sigh.

The arm around me tightened infinitesimally. “You are awake.” His voice was a low rumble, sleep-roughened, vibrating through my spine.

“Yes.” My own voice was hoarse.

He didn’t move away. Instead, his hand on my ribs flexed, his fingers splaying wider. “How do you feel?”

I considered the question. “Sore,” I admitted. “Strange. Not… afraid.”

“Good.” The word was a gravelly purr of satisfaction. He nuzzled the crown of my head, his blunt tusks a gentle pressure against my scalp. “The fear has no place here. Not between us.”

“What happens now?” The question hung in the smoky air. The bargain was consummated, but the world outside this tent of furs remained.

“Now,” he said, his breath stirring my hair, “you are mine. The tribe will know it by dawn. You will stay in my tent. You will eat from my table. You will walk at my side.” He paused. “And you will come to my bed when you wish to. Not before.”

The last part was said with such firm, quiet certainty that it stole my breath. He was giving me the reins. After everything, he was still waiting for my ‘yes’.

He rolled onto his back and drew me with him so I lay half across his chest. In the dim light, his features were stark planes of green-tinged shadow, his dark eyes watching me with an intensity that was somehow softer than before. I lifted a hand, hesitating, then let my fingertips brush over the raised ridge of a scar that cut across his collarbone. His skin was warm, surprisingly smooth save for the marks of battle.

“You keep your promises,” I whispered.

“I am the chief. My word is the law of this clan. The law I gave you stands.” He caught my wandering hand, brought it to his lips, and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. The gesture was so unexpectedly courtly it made my heart clench. “Your ‘no’ is a wall I will not breach. Your ‘yes’…” He let the implication hang, his thumb stroking over the back of my hand.

Desire, thick and immediate, pulsed through me. It was more than just the physical memory of pleasure. It was this—the safety, the respect, the shocking tenderness from a creature of such brutal strength. My ‘yes’ was a live wire in my throat.

I didn’t speak it. Instead, I leaned forward and kissed him.

It was clumsy, my nose bumping his, my lips meeting the firm, surprisingly soft flesh of his mouth below his tusks. He went utterly still for a heartbeat, then a low groan echoed from his chest into mine. His arms banded around me, crushing me to him as he took over the kiss, slanting his mouth over mine with a possessiveness that made my toes curl. His tongue swept past my lips, claiming the interior of my mouth with the same devastating thoroughness with which he’d claimed my body.

When we broke apart, we were both breathing heavily. “Is that a yes, little human?” he growled, his voice dripping with dark promise.

“It’s a ‘more’,” I breathed against his mouth.

That was all the invitation he needed.

He rolled, pinning me gently beneath him, the massive weight of his body a delicious, familiar pressure. The furs slipped from my shoulders, baring my skin to the cool night air and the heat of his gaze. He looked his fill, his eyes traveling from my flushed face, down the slope of my breasts, over the curve of my stomach, to the junction of my thighs. I felt exposed, vulnerable, and utterly powerful under that scrutiny.

“Gods above,” he murmured, more to himself than to me, the words rough with reverence. One large, calloused hand came up to cup my breast, his thumb brushing over my nipple. It peaked instantly, aching for his touch. He lowered his head and took it into his mouth, sucking deeply, his tongue lashing the sensitive tip.

I cried out, my back arching off the furs. The sensation was electric, a direct line to the already-throbbing pulse between my legs. He moved to the other breast, lavishing it with the same attention, his free hand sliding down my side, over my hip, to the inside of my thigh. He pushed my legs apart, his touch proprietary.

“You are wet for me again,” he observed, his voice thick with arousal. His fingers trailed through my folds, gathering the slickness there. “Already. Does your body know its master so well?”

“It knows what it wants,” I gasped, bucking against his hand.

He chuckled, a dark, pleased sound. “And what does it want, Maeve?”

“You,” I moaned, beyond pride. “I want you inside me. Again.”

He needed no further encouragement. Positioning himself between my spread thighs, he guided the thick, blunt head of his cock through my slickness, notching it at my entrance. He was huge, even more so now that I was fully aware, the memory of the stretch fresh in my mind. A flicker of apprehension must have shown on my face.

He stilled. His hand came to my jaw, gentle, tilting my face up. “Tell me.”

“Yes,” I said, the word a solid, unwavering truth. “Please, Gornath.”

With a controlled, relentless push, he sheathed himself inside me. The fullness was breathtaking, a perfect, stretching ache that bordered on pain and tipped instantly into piercing pleasure. I gasped, my nails digging into the heavy muscles of his shoulders.

He began to move, a slow, deep, rolling rhythm that was less about frantic coupling and more about rediscovery. Each withdrawal was an agony of emptiness; each thrust home was a shock of completion. He watched my face, his own a mask of fierce concentration, learning what made me gasp, what made me writhe, what made my inner muscles flutter around him.

“Here,” he growled, angling his hips slightly, and on the next thrust, he hit a spot that made stars explode behind my eyelids.

“Oh, gods,” I sobbed, my head thrashing against the furs.

“Mine,” he corrected, his pace increasing, driving into that spot with unerring accuracy. “You call for me. Not your gods.”

His possessiveness should have rankled. Instead, it fanned the flames. “Gornath!” I screamed as the coil of tension in my belly wound impossibly tight.

He reached between us, his fingers finding my swollen clit, rubbing tight, frantic circles. The dual stimulation was too much, too perfect. My climax ripped through me with a violence that bordered on terror, a searing wave of pleasure that clenched every muscle in my body. I convulsed around him, my cry echoing in the tent.

My release triggered his. With a roar that was pure, unadulterated possession, he slammed into me one final time, his body shuddering as he pulsed deep inside me, his release hot and seemingly endless. He collapsed atop me, his great weight a comfort, his face buried in the crook of my neck as we both rode the aftershocks.

This time, the quiet that followed was different. The stunned peace was still there, but woven through it was a new thread of awareness. Of connection. He rolled to the side, taking me with him, tucking me against him. His arm wrapped around me, chest pressed to my back, the solid anchor of him surrounding me on every side.

“Sleep, Maeve,” he murmured into my hair. “The dawn brings a new world.”



I woke to the sound of camp life—deep voices, the clang of a hammer on metal, the snort of a beast. Sunlight, filtered through the hide walls, painted the tent in warm stripes. I was alone in the nest of furs, but the scent of Gornath was all around me.

Sitting up, I winced at the pleasant soreness in my muscles. My linen shift was a torn ruin nearby. Before I could fret, I spotted a folded bundle of cloth at the foot of the furs. I reached for it—soft, sturdy leather trousers, a tunic of a dark, woven fabric, and a belt. Clothing. Practical. His consideration sent a warm flutter through my chest.

I dressed quickly. The trousers were too long, the tunic swamped me, but rolling the cuffs and cinching the belt made it serviceable. The fabric settled against my skin with a weight that felt earned, less like a sacrificial offering and more like something I had claimed for myself.

The tent flap was tied open. I drew a breath and stepped out into the orc war camp.

The scale of it struck first. Dozens of hide tents in varying sizes formed a rough circle around a large central fire pit. Beyond the circle, a crude palisade of sharpened logs enclosed the camp. The mountains loomed grey and formidable in the distance. The air was cold, sharp with the smells of smoke, roasting meat, and forge-fire.

And everywhere, there were orcs.

Green-skinned, tusked, heavily muscled, they moved with a purposeful, warrior’s grace. Some tended to massive, boar-like creatures tethered near the edge of camp. Others worked at forges, the clang-clang of their hammers a constant rhythm. A group of females—taller and more powerfully built than human women, with the same green skin and proud bearing—were scraping hides near one of the tents. Their eyes flicked to me, assessing, but showed no surprise.

I was a known quantity now. His.

“You are up.”

I turned to find Gornath approaching from the direction of the forges. In the daylight, he was even more formidable. His chest was bare save for a harness of leather and iron, his powerful arms and torso a map of old scars and corded muscle. The sunlight gleamed off the polished ivory of his tusks. He carried two wooden bowls steaming with something that smelled like stew.

My stomach growled audibly.

A faint smile touched his lips. “Come. Eat.”

He led me not back into the tent, but to a log placed near the central fire. He sat, gesturing for me to sit beside him. It was a public place. A statement. He handed me a bowl and a carved wooden spoon.

The stew was hearty, full of root vegetables and chunks of game. I ate ravenously, suddenly realizing how long it had been since I’d had a proper meal. He ate beside me in silence, his presence a solid, calming force amidst the foreign chaos of the camp.

The orcs went about their business, but I felt their glances. Curious, measuring, but lacking the hostility I’d feared.

“They do not resent me?” I asked quietly, between mouthfuls.

“You are my choice,” Gornath said, his tone leaving no room for argument. “That is enough for most. For those it is not enough for…” He met the gaze of a large orc who was staring a bit too intently from across the fire. The orc immediately dropped his eyes and turned away. “They will learn.”

The implication was clear: touch her and die. The protector was not just a storybook notion; it was the law of his being, written in the set of his jaw and the cold fire in his eyes.

“What is expected of me?” I asked, setting the empty bowl aside. “I am not a warrior. I cannot forge weapons.”

He looked at me, his gaze thoughtful. “You are the chief’s mate. Your worth is not in labor. Your presence strengthens the clan. It strengthens me.” He reached out, his fingers brushing a strand of auburn hair from my cheek. The public touch was as claiming as any private act. “But if you wish to work, you may. The weavers, the tanners, the cooks—they would welcome aid. Your human hands are clever.”

Mate. The word hung between us, heavy with new meaning. It was more than a captive. More than a bedmate.

Before I could respond, a younger orc, less scarred than the others, approached cautiously. “Chief. The scouts have returned from the eastern pass.”

Gornath’s demeanor shifted instantly, the tender protector replaced by the calculating warlord. He stood. “I must go. Stay near the tent. Krull,” he called, and the orc who had been staring earlier stepped forward, looking chastened. “You guard her. Her safety is yours. If a hair on her head is harmed, your life is forfeit.”

Krull thumped a fist to his chest in a sharp salute. “On my life, Chief.”

Gornath looked down at me, his expression softening for a fleeting second. “I will return.” Then he was striding away, all lethal, focused power.

I was left sitting by the fire with Krull standing a respectful few paces away, his back to me, watching the camp. The sense of being property should have been suffocating. Instead, it felt like a fortress. For the first time since my village was raided, I was not afraid of being attacked, stolen, or violated. Gornath’s claim was my shield.

Hours passed. I helped one of the older female orcs, Karga, by stirring a vast pot of dye for wool. She showed me how with grunts and gestures, her rough hands guiding mine. It was simple, mindless work, and it felt good. Normal.

When Gornath returned as the sun began to sink, painting the sky in violent shades of orange and purple, the camp fell into a quieter rhythm. The evening meal was a communal affair around the central fire. Gornath guided me to a place of honor beside him on a raised section of ground, his hand resting on the back of my neck, a constant, warm pressure.

He fed me choice bits of meat from his own plate, a gesture not lost on the watching clan. It was a ritual, a display of care and ownership. I ate from his fingers, meeting his eyes each time, a silent communication passing between us. The clan watched, and I saw acceptance settle over them like a mantle. I was not human to them anymore. I was the Chief’s.

Later, back in the tent, with the flap secured and the fire built up, he turned to me. The weight of the day, the newness of it all, settled on my shoulders.

“You did well,” he said, unbuckling his harness. “They see your strength.”

“I didn’t do anything,” I said, sinking onto the furs.

“You endured. You adapted. You let me care for you in front of them. That is a strength my people understand.” He came to kneel before me, his hands on my knees. “Now, there is no audience.”

The shift in the air was immediate, intimate. The sounds of the camp faded, leaving only the crackle of the fire and the sound of our breathing.

His hands slid up my thighs, pushing the loose fabric of the borrowed tunic up. “These clothes hide too much of you.” His voice was a dark caress.

He undressed me with a slow, deliberate patience that was more erotic than haste. When I was bare before him, he simply looked, his gaze a physical touch. Then he leaned forward and kissed the inside of my knee, his lips trailing a burning path upward.

This time, there was no negotiation, no bargain hanging over us. There was only want, and heat, and the shocking rightness of his mouth on my skin. He worshipped me with his tongue, licking a slow, devastating trail up my thigh until his breath was hot against my core.

“Gornath,” I whispered, my hands finding his broad shoulders.

He didn’t speak. He acted. His mouth closed over me, his tongue dragging a hungry, lapping stroke through the slick folds of my pussy that made me cry out. He held my thighs apart, feasting on me with a single-minded intensity that shattered all thought. He learned the shape of me, the taste of me, finding my clit and suckling it until I was sobbing, my hips bucking against his face.

The orgasm he wrung from me was swift and brutal, a sharp, sweet contraction that left me trembling. Before the echoes faded, he was moving up my body, sheathing his hard, thick cock inside my still-fluttering heat in one smooth, powerful thrust.

He fucked me then with a possessive fervor, his pace hard and fast, his grunts music in my ear. This was not the slow reclamation of the morning. This was a celebration, a branding. My nails scored his back, my legs locked around his hips, meeting him thrust for thrust.

“You are mine,” he growled against my lips, his rhythm faltering as his own peak approached. “This cunt is mine. This heat is mine. Say it.”

“Yours!” I chanted, the word a broken prayer. “I’m yours, Gornath!”

His roar of triumph was swallowed by my mouth as he kissed me, his climax pouring into me, hot and endless. We clung to each other as the world righted itself, sweat-slicked and sated.

Later, as I drifted toward sleep in his arms, his hand curled around my hip, his thumb tracing slow, idle arcs against my skin. His breathing had slowed to the deep, even rhythm of a man at peace, and I lay listening to it in the dark, feeling the strong, steady beat of his heart at my back. A thought surfaced from the depths of my contentment, not sharp and frightening as it might once have been, but soft and unhurried, more question than dread.

What if his seed takes root?

The thought of carrying his child, a half-orc babe, should have filled me with dread. Instead it moved through me like warm water, settling low and quiet. A possibility, not a terror. I pressed my palm flat against my own belly, a private gesture no one could see, and simply held it there. Neither hoping nor fearing. Only open.

The bargain was over. Something else had begun.


Chapter 3 — The Morning After

I woke to the smell of smoke, furs, and him. The hard line of his body was pressed against my back, one heavy arm draped over my waist, his broad palm resting just below my navel. The possessive weight of it should have felt like a shackle. Instead, it felt like an anchor, holding me steady in a world that had capsized.

My body ached in the most delicious way. A deep, tender throb between my legs, a pleasant soreness in my inner thighs, the ghost of his teeth on my neck. Memories of the night—the firelight on his green skin, the guttural command in his voice, the helpless, screaming pleasure—flooded me, warming my cheeks. I was twenty-four years old, a peace-offering from a village that had already written my epitaph, and I had never felt more alive.

Gornath stirred behind me, a long, slow shift of muscle, and his arm drew tighter for one deliberate moment before loosening. “You have been awake for some time,” he said, his voice still rough with sleep, low and direct. Not an accusation. An observation.

I turned my face toward the smoke hole overhead. “Yes.”

“Your thoughts are spinning. I can feel them.” His thumb traced a slow line across my ribs. “Tell me.”

The question unraveled something I hadn’t known I was holding. Did he mean my body? My future? The specific arithmetic of what I had traded for this morning light? I decided on the smallest truth, the one that was safest. “Sore. And… peaceful. Both at once.”

A sound moved through his chest, a satisfied thing, neither quite a growl nor quite a laugh. “Good.” He shifted, rolling onto his back. The sudden absence of his heat made me shiver, and I turned to face him.

Morning light, gray and diffuse, filtered through the smoke hole and the seams of the hide tent. It painted the stark planes of his face, the scars that mapped his history, the dark green of his skin. He watched me with those fierce, amber eyes, and there was no leftover fury from the night before, only a quiet, intense scrutiny.

“The bargain is fulfilled,” he stated, his voice rough with sleep. “You offered yourself to live. I have accepted.”

My heart thudded against my ribs. This was the moment. The consent gateway, as he had established it, was closed. I had walked through it willingly, desperately. Now, we stood on the other side. “And now?”

“Now,” he said, pushing himself up to sit, the furs pooling around his waist, “you choose.”

I sat up too, clutching the furs to my chest. The cool air pebbled my skin. “Choose what?”

“To stay. Or to go.”

I blinked. “Go? You would let me leave?”

His gaze held steady. “The warband moves at dusk. The humans from the southern garrison will be here by midday to collect their ‘tribute’s’ remains, as per our agreement with your elders. A staged death. If you wish it, I will have Krol take you to the edge of the blighted wood. You can meet them. You can return to your people, tell them the orc chief found you unfit and cast you out.” A muscle twitched in his jaw. “They will believe it. They will scorn you, but you will live.”

The offer hung between us. Return to what? A village that had sent me to die? A life of scrounging, of being the girl given to the orcs and rejected? My stomach tightened at the thought.

“And if I stay?” My voice came out low.

His eyes flared. “If you stay, you are mine. Not by bargain, but by your own word. You eat at my side. You sleep in my furs. You warm my tent.” He leaned forward, heat rolling off him the way it rose from a forge. “I will protect you with my life. I will pleasure you until your name leaves your mind. I will fill your womb with my heirs, and you will be mother to the next chief of this clan. You will be wanted. You will be treasured.” He let the silence stretch. “But you will be here, in the wilds, with me. A life of hide and iron, not linen and hearth.”

No choice existed. The life he described—being wanted, being treasured—was something I had never dared picture in my cold, lonely cot. The other path was a slow death.

I dropped the furs. Let him see me, pale and freckled and marked by his hands. Let him see the truth of my answer before I spoke it. I crawled across the pelts until I knelt before him, our faces level.

“I choose the hide and iron,” I said, my voice steadying. “I choose the tent. I choose the protection.” I reached out, my fingers tracing the longest scar that cut across the hard muscle of his chest. “I choose you, Gornath. I am yours. By my own word.”

A sound like a rockslide tore from him—a deep, shuddering exhale of relief. He cupped my face, his thumb stroking my cheekbone. “Then I am yours, Maeve of the Auburn Hair. By my own word, and by my own heart.”

He kissed me then, not with the consuming fire of the night before, but with a tenderness that left me undone. It sealed something between us. A vow.

When he pulled back, his demeanor shifted. “Good. Up. The camp stirs. You will need clothes that do not mark you as a sacrifice.” He rose, a mountain of green muscle and scar tissue, and moved to a large chest of banded ironwood. He pulled out garments: soft, smoked leather leggings, a tunic of dark wool, a vest of tougher hide. “These belonged to a human trader who died of fever last winter. They should fit your curves.”

I took the clothes, the leather supple against my palms. They were finer than anything I had owned. As I dressed, the change settled over me. The torn linen shift had been a shroud from my old life. These clothes felt like armor for what came next. The leggings hugged my legs, the tunic snug over my breasts, the vest lacing closed over my ribs. I felt capable. Seen.

Gornath watched, his eyes dark with approval. “You look like a chieftain’s mate, not a tribute.”

The word mate sent a sharp pulse through me. It meant more than captive.

He handed me a pair of soft boots, then dressed himself in his own harness of leather and iron. The change in him was just as clear. The tender lover receded; the war-chief took his place. Yet his gaze kept returning to me, the heat in it possessive, the lover never far beneath the surface.

He pushed open the tent flap, and the full force of the orc encampment struck me.

Smoke from dozens of cook-fires stung my eyes and carried the smell of roasting meat and bitter herbs. The clang-clang-clang of a forge hammer beat steady through the air. Massive green-skinned orcs moved with purpose, mending weapons, tanning hides, sparring with dulled blades. Their voices rumbled low, a language of gravel and sharp consonants.

Every single one of them stopped to look at us.

A hundred amber eyes fixed on me where I stood beside their chief in my new clothes. The air tightened. I saw curiosity, skepticism, and a few open flashes of hostility. My palms grew damp.

Gornath’s hand came to rest on the small of my back, firm and undeniable. He did not shout. He simply swept his gaze across the gathered warriors, and one by one they lowered their eyes and returned to their tasks. The message was plain: I was under his protection. I was his.

“Come,” he said, guiding me forward. “You will break your fast with me.”

We walked through the camp to a larger fire pit near the center. An older orc with a grizzled face and a missing tusk—Krol, I presumed—nodded to Gornath and handed him two wooden bowls filled with thick, steaming porridge studded with chunks of meat and dried berries. Gornath took them and led me to a large, flat stone that served as a seat.

We ate in silence for a few minutes, the weight of countless sidelong glances pressing on me. The porridge was hearty, savory, and good. I realized I was ravenous.

“They are… wary,” I murmured, not looking up from my bowl.

“They are warriors,” Gornath corrected, his voice low. “They see a potential vulnerability. A human distraction for their chief.” He took a large bite, chewed, and swallowed. “They will learn. Your courage will teach them. As will my fist, if necessary.”

The bluntness comforted me. He was not pretending this would be easy. He named the challenge and his readiness to meet it.

After eating, he showed me the camp: the forge, the corral for the massive, shaggy war-boars, the stream where the clan washed and drew water. He named the key members of his band—Krol, his second; Borga, the fierce female who led the scouts; Harg, the blacksmith whose hammer never seemed to stop. He introduced me simply each time. “This is Maeve. My mate.”

The title, spoken so publicly and so definitively, sent a jolt through me every time. Some grunted in acknowledgment. Borga gave me a long, appraising look that was more curious than hostile. Harg simply nodded and went back to his work.

As the morning wore on, a strange thread of normalcy began to form. Gornath had duties—disputes to settle, patrols to dispatch, supplies to assess. He did not hide me away in his tent. He kept me near, sometimes asking my opinion on something mundane, like the quality of a tanned hide or the distribution of rations. It was a test, I realized. For them, and for me. Could I stand beside him? Could I be part of this world?

My back straightened. I paid attention. I learned.

By midday, the camp was abuzz with the impending move. Tents were being collapsed, gear packed onto sledges. The energy was efficient, focused.

Gornath pulled me aside, near the quieter edge of the camp where the trees grew thick. “The humans will be at the blighted wood soon,” he said, his voice grave. “This is your last moment to choose the other path. Once we strike camp, there is no turning back.”

I looked up at him, at the fierce, honorable face of the creature who had been offered a toy and found a partner instead. I thought of his hands on my skin, his vow in my ear, the terrifying, exhilarating future he had painted.

“I am not turning back,” I said, and I meant it.

Something wild and satisfied flashed in his eyes. He backed me up against the broad trunk of an ancient oak, his body caging mine. The distant sounds of the camp faded into a low buzz.

“You have stolen my breath, human,” he growled, his voice thick. “You have carved a place in my spirit. I feel it like a battle-wound, but it is the only wound that gives me life.”

His words were a poet’s, wrapped in a warrior’s grit. They undid me. My hands came up to clutch the hard muscles of his arms.

“Then let me tend it,” I whispered.

His mouth crashed down on mine, a claiming kiss that was all heat and need. It was different from the tenderness of the morning. This was the raw hunger reawakening, stoked by my choice, by my presence, by the reality of me as his.

His hands went to the laces of my vest, pulling them loose with a sharp tug. He pushed the wool tunic up, his rough palms finding my breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples until they pebbled into aching points. I gasped into his mouth, arching against him.

“I need to taste you again,” he rasped, breaking the kiss, his breath hot on my throat. “I need to feel you come on my tongue before we ride.”

He sank to his knees before me, there in the dappled forest light. His big hands hooked into the waistband of my leggings and the smallclothes beneath, dragging them down my thighs in one decisive move. The cool air kissed my bare skin, followed by the searing heat of his exhale against my exposed pussy.

He did not tease. He buried his face between my legs, his broad tongue laving a long, wet stripe from my entrance to my clit. I cried out, my hands flying to his head, my fingers tangling in the thick, dark cords of his hair.

“Gornath,” I whimpered, already trembling.

He growled in response, the vibration against my most sensitive flesh making my knees buckle. He held me up, his hands gripping my ass, as he feasted on me. His tongue was relentless, circling my clit, plunging into my opening, learning the rhythm that made me sob. He used the flat of it, the point of it, the rough texture of it, until I was a writhing, pleading mess against the tree.

“Please,” I chanted, no longer caring who might hear. “Please, yes, right there…”

He sucked my clit into his mouth, applying a steady, rhythmic pressure, and my world shattered. The orgasm ripped through me, a swift, violent wave of pleasure that turned my vision white. I convulsed against his mouth, my cries echoing through the quiet trees.

Before the last tremor had even subsided, he was on his feet, his own leggings shoved down just enough to free his enormous, erect cock. It stood thick and proud, the head already glistening. He was breathing hard, his eyes blazing with primal need.

He lifted me effortlessly, my back still against the tree, and wrapped my legs around his waist. I felt the broad tip of him press against my soaked, swollen opening.

He pressed his forehead to mine, breath ragged. “Say it,” he commanded, voice guttural with need.

I forced my eyes open, meeting his burning amber gaze.

“Who do you belong to?” he demanded, not moving, letting me feel the exquisite pressure without the relief.

“You,” I breathed. “Gornath. I belong to you.”

“And this cunt? Who does it welcome?”

“You. Only you.”

A fierce snarl of triumph tore from his throat. He drove into me, one thick, relentless thrust that stretched me open and buried him to the hilt. I cried out, the sudden fullness punching the air from my lungs. He held still, forehead pressed to mine, our breaths tangling hot and ragged while my body clenched around the invasion.

Then he began to move.

He fucked me against the tree in a hard, driving rhythm, each stroke slamming deep and grinding against that spot inside that sent white sparks across my vision. Bark bit into my back through the thin tunic, a sharp scrape swallowed by the wet slap of skin and the thick drag of his cock. I met him thrust for thrust, nails scoring the heavy muscle of his shoulders, legs locked tight around his hips.

“So tight,” he groaned, pace snapping faster. “So fucking perfect. My perfect mate. Taking every inch of my cock like you were made for it.”

His words lit fresh fire under my skin. Pleasure coiled low and vicious in my belly, winding tighter with every stroke. “I’m close… Gornath, I’m so close…”

“Now,” he growled. One broad hand shoved between us, thumb finding my clit and rubbing hard, relentless circles. “Soak me. Let me feel every pulse.”

The orgasm ripped through me, deeper than the first, a brutal series of spasms that clamped down around his driving length. I screamed his name, body shaking hard in his arms, vision fracturing.

My release dragged his own from him. He roared, the sound shaking through the branches above, and slammed deep, hips jerking as he flooded me with hot, pulsing seed. I felt every thick spurt, the wet heat spreading inside. The thought from the night before was not a fear this time. It had changed into something else, something that sat low in my belly alongside his warmth and simply waited, patient and certain as spring.

We sagged together against the trunk, both of us panting, skin slick with sweat. He stayed buried inside me, still twitching faintly. His face pressed into the crook of my neck, breath slowing against my pulse. The bark was rough through the thin fabric of my tunic, a scrape I would feel for days, and I was grateful for it. Evidence. Proof this was real.

After a long moment he eased back. His softening cock slipped free, leaving a warm trickle down my thigh. He lowered my legs with careful strength, holding me upright until my knees steadied. Then he righted my clothes with surprising gentleness, tucking fabric back into place before fastening his own trousers. His fingers worked the ties with the same deliberate care he applied to everything, as if dressing me were a ritual as sacred as undressing me.

He looked at me—hair wild, lips swollen, skin flushed and marked by bark and his hands. A slow, possessive smile curved his mouth. It reached his eyes, and the warmth there was not what I expected from a warlord. It was something older, quieter. Grateful. “Now,” he said, voice rough with satisfaction, “you are ready to ride.”

He took my hand, grip firm, and led me back toward the camp. The stares followed us, but I met them with my chin up. I could still feel him between my legs, the ache and the claim both. Something had settled in my chest that had no name yet — not love, too early for that word, but the ground that love would eventually need. A foundation being laid, stone by stone, in the cold bright air of a warband camp at the edge of the world.

I was Maeve, mate of Gornath, War-Chief of the Black-Tusk Clan. And for the first time in my life, I stood exactly where I belonged.


Chapter 4 — The Ties That Bind

The camp churned with noise and motion, yet everything felt different. Gornath’s hand wrapped around mine like an anchor, heavy and sure. Warriors we passed still watched, but their eyes had shifted. Before, hunger and dismissal. Now calculation, maybe even a grudging respect. He had marked me where they could all see. I walked differently, hips loose, core aching with a deep, pleasant soreness that sent a fresh reminder through me with every step.

He led me past the central fire to a smaller, quieter one at the clearing’s edge. Karga stood there, stirring a large iron pot, her dark moss-green skin and braided grey hair familiar to me now. She looked up as we approached, yellow eyes sharp, sweeping over my tangled hair, flushed skin, the way his thumb stroked the back of my hand. A slow smile spread, revealing two lower tusks filed smooth.

“So,” she grunted, voice like stones grinding. “The chief finally finds his fire.” She gestured with the ladle. “Sit. You look like you need broth.”

Gornath guided me to a log beside the fire, his large hand steady on my shoulder. He stayed standing behind me while Karga dipped a rough wooden bowl into the pot and handed it over. Steam carried the rich scent of meat and herbs.

“Drink,” she commanded. “It will restore your strength. You’ll need it.” Her eyes flicked to Gornath, knowing.

I sipped. The broth was hot, strong, spreading warmth through my chest. “Thank you,” I said, voice still hoarse.

Karga nodded and turned to Gornath. “The scouts have returned. The human patrols pulled back from the eastern ridge. They are licking their wounds.”

“Good,” he rumbled. “We hunt tomorrow. The clan needs fresh meat.”

“And the tribute?” Karga asked, gaze sliding back to me.

“Is no longer tribute,” Gornath stated, tone allowing no argument. “She is Maeve. She stays by my side.”

Karga’s smile widened. “I see.” She looked at me again, scrutiny turning curious. “You understand what that means, human girl? To stand at the side of the Black-Tusk chief?”

I set the bowl on my knee, heat seeping into my skin. “I understand that I made a choice. And he honored it.”

A low chuckle escaped her. “Spoken well.” She pointed the ladle at Gornath. “You chose wisely, for once. Now leave her with me. A chief has duties. A mate needs to learn.”

Gornath’s hand squeezed my shoulder. He leaned down, tusks brushing my temple. “I will return before the sun sets. Karga is the clan’s wise-woman. Listen to her.” His voice dropped to a private growl. “And rest. Tonight will be different.”

Heat stirred low in my belly at the promise. He straightened and strode away, powerful form cutting through the camp with effortless authority.

Karga watched him go, then settled on a stool opposite me. “Different, he says,” she mused, stirring the pot. “The first joining is fire and claiming. The next… that is about building the bond. Tell me, Maeve. Do your people speak of the orc mating bond?”

I shook my head. “We only speak of your raids. Your strength.”

“Hmph. Shortsighted.” She took a sip of broth straight from the ladle. “For orcs, a true mate is not just a bed-warmer or a breeder. It is a joining of spirit. Of will. The chief’s fire calls to yours. Did you feel it?”

I thought of the pull toward him, the way my body answered before my mind could catch up, the terrifying rightness of him inside me. “Yes,” I whispered. “I felt it.”

“Good. That is the foundation.” She fixed me with her yellow stare. “But a foundation must be built upon. He will seek to bind you to him, not just with his seed, but with his touch, his scent, his presence. You must decide how you will bind him in return.”

“How?” The question slipped out before I could stop it.

Karga laughed, a sound like dry leaves. “You are a woman, aren’t you? You use what you have. Your voice. Your hands. Your taste. Your surrender. Your defiance. He is a warrior who has known only conquest. Show him the joy of being conquered.” She waved a dismissive hand. “But first, practical things. Come.”

She led me to a smaller tent near her fire, the interior smelling of dried herbs and tanned hides. Inside, she handed me a bundle of soft, dark grey cloth. “A tunic and leggings. The shift is for ceremony and claiming. For living, you need stronger stuff.” She also produced sturdy leather boots sized for human feet. “From a past trade,” she said.

Grateful, I changed. The tunic was large, but I belted it with a strip of leather. The leggings were warm and soft. The boots fit perfectly. I felt less like an offering and more like a person.

“Now,” Karga said, “you will help me prepare the evening meal for the chief’s circle. It is your place now.”

I spent the next hours under her direction, grinding spices with a stone mortar, tearing flat camp-bread, tending the fire. The work was simple, manual, and it eased the last frayed edges of my nerves. Other orcs who passed—mostly females and a few older males—watched, but Karga’s presence shielded me. Their curiosity was blunt, but not hostile.

As the sun sank, painting the sky orange and purple, Gornath returned. He had washed; green skin gleamed in the firelight, dark hair damp. He wore only his leather harness and trousers, massive chest and arms bare and scarred. His eyes found me at once, possessive heat unmistakable.

He nodded to Karga. “My thanks.”

“She learns quickly,” Karga said, wiping her hands on her apron. “See that you do as well.”

Gornath held out his hand. I took it, smaller fingers disappearing into his grasp. He led me away from the central fires toward his—our—tent at the head of the camp.

Inside, the space had changed. Fresh, thick furs covered the sleeping platform. A small brazier glowed with hot coals, casting dim warmth and chasing the evening chill. A basin of water and clean cloth waited nearby.

He closed the tent flap. The air thickened, intimate. Camp sounds faded to a distant murmur.

“You are well?” he asked, voice low.

“Yes.” My heart began a steady, heavy beat.

“Karga spoke of bonds?” He stepped closer, scent washing over me—forge-smoke, pine, male.

“She did.”

He reached out and traced a finger along the neckline of my new tunic. “This is good. But it hides you.” With deliberate slowness he untied the leather belt and let it fall. Then he grasped the hem and drew the tunic up over my head. Cool air kissed my skin. I stood before him in only the leggings, pale skin freckled and flushed in the brazier’s glow. His gaze traveled over my breasts, waist, the curve of my hips, heavy and tangible.

“My beautiful Maeve,” he murmured, more to himself than to me. His large hands settled on my waist, thumbs stroking the soft skin just above the waistband. “Last time was the fire of first claiming. Tonight…” He leaned down, breath hot against my ear. “Tonight, I will learn the landscape of you. And you will learn the power you hold over me.”

A shiver raced down my spine, nothing to do with cold. He was offering a different kind of control, and the weight of it was intoxicating.

He knelt before me, eyes level with my stomach. He hooked his fingers into the waist of my leggings and drew them down, helping me step out of them. Now I was completely bare. He didn’t rush. He simply looked, expression one of reverent hunger.

Then he leaned forward and pressed a hot, open-mouthed kiss to the center of my belly. Heat bloomed under his tongue. I gasped, fingers digging into the solid muscle of his shoulders. He inhaled, slow and deep, the sound thick with satisfaction.

“Your scent is changing,” he said, voice muffled against my skin. “Carrying my mark. It pleases me.”

He moved lower, mouth mapping the crease where thigh met hip, the sharp jut of bone. He nuzzled the auburn curls between my legs, breathing me in without touching the slick heat beneath. The air felt thicker, the furs rough against my bare thighs, the low crackle of the brazier suddenly loud in my ears.

“Gornath,” I whispered. My fingers twisted in his damp hair.

He lifted his head. Embers burned behind his eyes. “Ask.”

The word from our bargain hung between us. Ask. My choice, offered again.

“Touch me.”

A growl rolled through his chest. He pulled me down onto the furs, spreading my thighs wide, and knelt between them. One thick finger traced the outer lips of my pussy, slow and deliberate. I shivered at the contrast of rough callus against tender skin.

“So tender,” he murmured against the soft skin of my inner thigh. “Made to be savored.”

He parted me. Cool air touched my swollen clit. His thumb dragged over it once, firm and unhurried. The jolt of pleasure snapped straight through me, hips jerking.

I cried out, head tipping back against the furs.

“Your voice,” he growled, breath coming faster now. “I would hear every sound.”

He lowered his head and replaced his thumb with his tongue.

Broad, hot, relentless. He licked a slow stripe from my entrance to my clit, then circled the bud with focused pressure. His tusks bracketed the sensitive flesh, a constant, thrilling threat. Every flick and press drew a different sound from me—sharp gasps, low moans, the wet drag of his tongue filling the tent. He learned me with single-minded hunger, adjusting when my hips lifted, when my thighs began to shake.

“You taste of sunlight and salt,” he muttered against me, the words vibrating straight into my core. “You taste of mine.”

Two thick fingers pushed inside me, then a third, stretching me open. He curled them, stroking that spot that made my vision blur while his tongue kept working my clit in lazy, devastating circles. Wet sounds filled the space between us. My inner walls clenched greedily around his fingers, pulling him deeper.

“Please,” I begged, voice already fraying.

He understood. He sucked my clit hard into his mouth at the same moment he drove his fingers deeper.

The orgasm tore through me. No warning, no slow build—just a white-hot rush that locked every muscle and ripped a raw, broken scream of his name from my throat. I convulsed around his fingers, back arching clear off the furs, thighs clamping around his head. He stayed with me, mouth gentling but never leaving, licking me through every aftershock until I collapsed, trembling and slick with sweat.

He kissed his way up my body, the thick ridge of his cock straining against his trousers. When he loomed over me again, his eyes were dark with need.

“You see?” he said, voice rough. “This is power. To bring a warrior to his knees with your pleasure.”

He stripped off his trousers. His cock sprang free, heavy and flushed, the broad head already wet. He knelt between my spread thighs, bracing his weight on corded arms. The blunt tip nudged my soaked entrance.

“Stay with me,” he said, voice a low command roughened by need.

I forced my eyes open. His gaze burned into mine, amber gone molten.

“This time,” he said, pressing forward just enough to make us both groan, “you take me. You set the pace. You show me how you want your mate.”

The words landed low in my belly. I nodded, hands gripping his hips. He held perfectly still while I lifted my own, taking the first thick inch. The stretch burned in the best way—full, aching, perfect. I watched his face as I sank lower, inch by slow inch. His jaw tightened. A muscle jumped in his neck. When I finally took him to the hilt, we both stilled, breathing hard. I felt every pulse of him inside me, the way he filled me so completely there was no room for anything else.

“Now,” he gritted out. “Use me.”

I began to move. Small rocks at first, then longer, deeper rolls of my hips. He followed my rhythm exactly, letting me control the angle, the depth, the speed. The power of it went straight to my head. This massive, scarred chieftain holding himself back for me, sweat beading on his green skin, every muscle locked in restraint.

I found the angle that made sparks shoot behind my eyes—a grinding roll that dragged my clit against the coarse hair at the base of his cock with every stroke. Pleasure coiled tighter. My moans turned into a steady, desperate chant. “Yes… there… Gornath…”

His control cracked. His hips stuttered, fighting the urge to take over. “Your cunt,” he groaned against my shoulder, “is a divine fist. Milk me, Maeve. Milk your mate dry.”

The crude words sent another rush of heat through me. I rode him harder, chasing the edge. My nails scored his back.

“I’m close,” I panted.

“Then take us both.”

I drove my hips up hard. At the same moment he let go, slamming into me with three brutal, perfect thrusts that shattered what was left of my control. My climax hit like a breaking wave, pussy pulsing around his cock in rhythmic, squeezing spasms. He roared, the sound shaking the tent poles, and flooded me with hot, thick pulses of come. He collapsed over me, full weight pressing me into the furs, still buried deep as he shuddered through the aftershocks.

We stayed like that, tangled and sweating, until his breathing slowed. He rolled us carefully to our sides, keeping us joined, one heavy arm draped over my waist. His nose brushed my neck.

“You bound me,” he said, voice thick. “With your body. With your will. I am yours as much as you are mine.”

He pulled back enough to see my face, thumb stroking my lower lip. “The bond grows stronger. Soon it will be unbreakable. My people will feel it. Your people… will fear it.”

The reminder of the war outside these hides drifted through the warmth, but it felt distant. His seed was still hot inside me. His arm was solid around my back.

“Let them fear,” I said.

A fierce smile curved his mouth. He kissed me, slow and deep, then reached for the basin. With careful hands he cleaned between my thighs, wiping away the evidence of our joining before tending to himself. He pulled the furs over us and tucked me against his chest. The brazier popped softly.

“Sleep, my mate,” he murmured into my hair. “Tomorrow the clan sees us as one. And tomorrow night… we begin the work of filling that belly with my heir.”

His lips pressed once to the crown of my head, unhurried and warm. The thought no longer terrified me. It settled low and certain, a future I could almost touch, ripe as fruit on a branch just out of reach but bending toward my hand.

As sleep pulled me under, Karga’s words drifted back. Show him the joy of being conquered. I had. And in doing so, I had conquered us both.


Chapter 5 — The Clan Sees

I woke to the scent of him—musky furs, woodsmoke, and the clean sharpness of his skin. His arm lay heavy across my waist, pinning me gently to the warmth of his chest. For a long moment I simply lay there, listening to the deep, even rhythm of his breathing, following its rise and fall with my own ribs. Outside, a single bird had found its voice in the grey hour before dawn. Everything else was still.

Last night’s words drifted back. The work of filling that belly with my heir.

A month ago the thought would have chilled me. Now it warmed me from the inside out—a future, a purpose, threaded into the fierce, strange tapestry of this new life. With him.

He stirred, nose nuzzling the nape of my neck. A low rumble vibrated through his chest. “You are awake,” he murmured, voice thick with sleep.

“I am.”

His hand slid lower, fingers splaying over the soft skin of my belly. “Does the thought still bring you joy?” he asked, tone carefully neutral, giving me room.

I turned in his arms to face him. In the grey dawn light filtering through the hide walls, his scars were silver lines, his tusks stark against green skin. His eyes, watchful and gold-flecked, searched mine.

I placed my hand over his. “It does. It brings me… a kind of peace I never knew to want.”

The tension in his shoulders eased. He leaned in and kissed me, slow and tender, then deeper, tongue sweeping into my mouth, tasting of sleep and him. My body answered instantly, arching into his, nipples tightening against the rough hair of his chest. He broke the kiss, resting his forehead against mine.

“The clan gathers at midday,” he said, breath warm on my face. “They will see you at my side. They will feel the bond taking root. It will be formal. A challenge to some.”

“A challenge I accept,” I said.

He smiled, flash of white and tusk. “My fierce little human.” His hand cupped my breast, thumb rubbing over my nipple through the thin linen. A sharp, sweet ache shot straight to my core. I gasped.

“We have time before the sun is high,” he growled, voice dropping into that rough register that made my pussy clench.

He rolled me onto my back. The furs slid away from his torso. In the dim light his cock was already thick and heavy, rising from its nest of dark hair. My mouth watered at the sight. He watched me look, possessive pride in his gaze.

“Tell me what you want, Maeve,” he commanded softly. The consent, always the consent, a gateway he never forced.

“I want you,” I said, voice husky. “I want your cock. I want to feel you inside me when I come.”

A low groan rumbled from his chest. He hooked his fingers into the neckline of my shift and ripped it open in one hard pull. Fabric tore with a sound that split the quiet inside the tent. Cool air rushed across my skin, chased at once by the heat of his palms. He cupped my breasts, leaned in, and sucked a nipple into his mouth. The pull was sudden and fierce. My back bowed off the furs and a cry broke from my throat. He worked the other breast the same way, teeth scraping before his tongue dragged slow and wet across the tender skin he had marked.

He kissed lower, mouth trailing down my stomach, tusks dragging light and deliberate over the sensitive stretch of skin. The points left faint lines of heat. He settled between my thighs and shouldered them wider. His breath ghosted over my cunt. I shivered.

“So wet for me already,” he said, voice thick. “Smelling of me. Of us.”

His tongue dragged broad and hot from my entrance to my clit. I jerked, hands flying to his head, fingers knotting in the thick dark strands of his hair. He did not tease. He licked into me with shallow, driving thrusts, then sealed his mouth over my clit and sucked. The pressure coiled tight and low in my belly. My thighs shook against his shoulders.

“Gornath… please, I’m going to—” The words broke apart into a raw moan.

He pulled back, mouth shining. “Not yet,” he said, breath rough. “I want you on top. I want to watch you take me.”

He rolled onto his back and pulled me with him. I straddled his hips, torn shift hanging open, hair falling wild around my shoulders. His cock lay thick against his stomach, flushed dark and leaking at the tip. I reached down and wrapped my fingers around the shaft. Heat and weight filled my palm. I guided him to my entrance, the broad head pressing against slick flesh, and sank down slowly, holding his gaze the whole way.

The stretch burned. My body opened around him inch by inch until I was seated full, inner walls gripping tight. I paused, breathing through the ache, feeling every ridge and vein. His hands settled on my hips, steady, not pushing.

“You are so beautiful like this,” he said, jaw clenched. “Riding your orc. Taking what is yours.”

The words lit something low and hungry. I rose until only the head remained inside me, then dropped back down in one smooth stroke. A groan tore from him. I found a rhythm, rolling my hips, grinding my clit against the coarse hair at his base on every downward slide. The wet sound of it filled the tent. My breath came shorter. His thumb found my clit and rubbed in firm circles. Pleasure sharpened, pulling tighter.

“I want to see your face when you shatter,” he growled.

I opened my eyes. His stare was dark and fierce, hunger and something deeper locked together. That look broke the last thread of my control.

“Gornath!” His name left me in a scream as the orgasm crashed through me. My cunt clenched hard around him, pulling him deeper, milking every inch. He roared, hips bucking up as he came. Hot pulses of his seed flooded me, his grip on my hips iron-hard while he pumped me full. The sensation dragged my own climax out, aftershocks rolling through me until my thighs trembled and my arms gave out.

I collapsed across his chest, skin slick with sweat. His heart slammed beneath my ear, fast and heavy. His hands moved over my back and hair in slow, broad strokes, the gentleness at odds with the bruising grip he had used moments before.

After a while he shifted and eased out of me. A warm rush of his spend followed, trickling down my inner thigh. The scent of sex hung thick between us. He reached for the cloth and basin again and cleaned me with the same careful attention, wiping between my legs until nothing remained but the faint ache of use. Neither of us spoke. The silence felt full.

When I was clean he dressed in his leather harness and fur-trimmed trousers. From a carved chest he drew out a bundle of deep green cloth and shook it out. It was a dress of soft dyed wool, leather lacing at the sides, silver thread worked in careful patterns along the hem and sleeves. The cut was orcish, but sized for a human frame.

“For you,” he said, holding it out. “To wear today. So the clan sees you are not a captive in rags, but a chieftain’s mate, clothed in honor.”

I took the dress and ran my fingers over the embroidery. The wool was warm and finely woven. “Thank you.”

He helped me into it, large fingers surprisingly precise on the leather laces. The dress settled over my body, hugging my waist and hips before flaring slightly. It felt sturdier than linen, made for wind and work. He produced a heavy silver torque shaped like interlocking tusks and fastened it around my neck. The metal was cool and solid against my skin.

“My mark,” he said, fingers brushing the curve of it. “All will know you are under my protection. And my claim.”

I looked down at the green wool and the torque. The weight at my throat felt different from the torn shift. I felt different. Not only claimed, but held.

“Come,” he said, offering his arm. “The sun climbs.”

We stepped out of the tent together. The camp moved with purpose. Orcs tended fires, mended leather, sharpened blades. The moment we appeared, voices quieted and heads turned. Golden eyes tracked us as we crossed the clearing. Gornath led me to the central fire pit and the great carved chair beside it. He did not sit. He stood at my side, one hand resting on the back of the chair, posture straight and unyielding.

Karga moved through the crowd carrying two rough wooden cups. She handed one to Gornath and one to me. The brew inside smelled sharp and earthen, like wet stone and fermented roots.

“The clan sees you, Gornath, son of Borga, War-Chief of the Black Rock,” Karga said, voice carrying. “Who stands at your side?”

Gornath’s voice rolled out, deeper than before. “Maeve of Elmstead. My claimed mate. The mother of my future heir. Under my protection, by her choice and by my bond.”

He raised his cup. I lifted mine. My pulse beat hard in my throat, but I kept my chin lifted.

“Do you witness?” Karga called.

A low rumble answered from the gathered orcs. Not every voice joined at once. Some were strong. Others came slower. Faces watched us—curious, approving, a few closed and hard. An older orc with a missing tusk and a scar across his brow stared at me with open dislike. Gornath’s gaze found him. The older orc looked away, but the tension stayed in the air.

“We witness!” the majority answered at last, the sound rolling like distant thunder through the ground.

“Drink, then,” Karga said.

Gornath drank deep. I brought the cup to my lips. The liquid burned, bitter and smoky, and left a sharp aftertaste. My eyes watered. I managed half before he took the cup from my hand and finished it himself, the gesture quiet and steady.

Karga stepped closer once the formal words were done. “The bond is strong,” she said to Gornath, eyes flicking to me. “It sings between you. Even the doubters feel it.” She looked at me directly. “You wear the torque well, human. It suits you.”

“Thank you, Karga,” I said.

“The Black Tooth clan sends runners,” she said, voice dropping. “They will be here before nightfall. They have heard of your human.”

Gornath’s expression darkened. “Borok always was a troublemaker.”

“He will challenge the bond. He will challenge your choice.”

Gornath’s hand moved from the chair to the small of my back, firm and anchoring. “Let him challenge. The bond does not lie. And my choice is made.”

Karga nodded once and slipped back into the crowd.

Gornath looked down at me. “Come. Walk with me.”

We moved through the camp. Orcs dipped their heads and murmured “War-Chief” as we passed. Their eyes lingered on the torque at my throat and the green dress. Some of the warriors who had taken part in the raid looked away when our gazes met. Gornath led me to the edge of the camp where the land sloped toward a fast, clear river. He stopped beneath a broad pine.

“The Black Tooth clan is our nearest neighbor,” he said, eyes on the water. “Their chief, Borok, is young. Ambitious. He believes orcs should raid humans, not take them as mates. He will see you as a weakness.”

“Am I?” I asked.

He turned and cradled my face in his hands. “You are my strength. The bond has given me a clarity I have not known since my first battle-rage faded. You quiet the storm in me, Maeve. That makes me more dangerous, not less. A focused storm.”

He kissed me, hard and brief, a promise pressed against my mouth. “Tonight, when he comes, you will stand beside me. You will say nothing unless directly addressed. Your presence, the torque, the bond—they will speak for you. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Do you trust me?”

I looked into his scarred face, into the eyes that had watched destruction and now watched me with a protectiveness that settled deep in my chest. “I do.”

He rested his forehead against mine. “Good. Now, there is one more thing we must do today.”

He led me back into the heart of the camp, to a large open-sided tent near the forge. The air smelled of hot metal and crushed herbs. An ancient orc with milky eyes and gnarled hands sat on a low stool. Vark, the clan’s shaman, lifted his head as we approached.

“Gornath,” he rasped. “And the human. The bond is bright. New, but strong. It has the smell of green growth and deep earth. And,” he added, blind eyes turning toward me, “it carries the promise of life.”

“We wish to seek the blessing of the ancestors,” Gornath said. His voice carried the weight of respect, low and steady. “For the heir we will make.”

Vark nodded, slow and deliberate. “The path is clear. The omens are good. But the blessing requires a sacrifice. A mingling of blood before the Stone.”

A thin line of cold slid down my spine. Gornath’s fingers tightened around mine.

“What sacrifice?” he asked, the sound rolling from his chest like distant thunder.

“Not life,” Vark said, flicking a gnarled hand. “A token. Blood from each, mingled in the earth at the base of the Ancestor Stone. A promise to the old ones that the new life will be of both worlds, and welcome in this one.”

The chill in my spine eased. In its place settled something heavier, older. This was their way. Their magic. And I stood inside it now.

“We will do it,” I said before Gornath could answer for me.

Vark’s milky eyes creased at the corners. “The human has a spine. Good. You will need it.” He pressed a small, sharp flint blade into Gornath’s palm. “At dusk. When the world is between. Go now.”

We left the shaman’s tent. Afternoon sun pressed warm against my face, yet a new current ran beneath my skin, part anticipation, part the low thrum of ritual. Formal recognition by the clan, the coming challenge from Black Tooth, the blood blessing ahead—it pressed in from every side, shaping me into something the camp would recognize.

As we walked back toward his tent, Gornath spoke quietly. “The blood rite is old magic. It is not taken lightly. It will tie you to this land, to my line, in ways even the bond does not. There is no going back after.”

I stopped in the middle of the path. Around us the camp moved—hammers rang, voices lifted, children darted between tents. I looked up at him, at the broad green chest, the scars, the tusks, the eyes that had watched me choose him.

“I am not looking back,” I said. The words rooted deep, solid as the earth beneath my boots.

He studied my face for a long moment. Then the slow, fierce smile he kept only for me broke across his mouth. He drew me against him, the solid wall of his body sheltering me in the center of the clan he led.

“Then tonight,” he murmured into my hair, voice low and binding, “we will give our blood to the earth. And tomorrow, we will begin in earnest to give it life.”


Chapter 6 — Blood and Seed

Dusk bled the sky in slow streaks of violet and bruised orange. The air cooled and carried woodsmoke and roasting meat from the central fire. Inside Gornath’s tent the brazier glowed, throwing long shadows across the hides.

He knelt at the low table, wiping the shaman’s flint blade with a soft cloth and clear water. Each motion was measured, reverent. I sat on the edge of the fur-covered platform, watching firelight slide over the muscles of his back and the pale lines of old scars. My pulse beat thick against my ribs.

“The blade is sharp,” he said without looking up. “It will be quick. A shallow cut across the palm.” He lifted his own massive green hand and traced a line from the base of his thumb to the edge of his little finger. “We press our wounds together. Let the mingled blood fall onto the earth at the heart of the camp. That is the rite.”

“And after?” My voice came out quieter than I meant.

He looked at me then, dark eyes fathomless in the half-light. “After, we return here. The magic stirs the blood. It creates a hunger. It is traditional for the couple to spend the night together, to channel that energy into the creation of new life.” His gaze held steady. “That is the expectation. But the choice of how we spend the night remains yours, Maeve. Always.”

I had already made my choice on the path. Hearing the raw physical truth of it—the blood, the magic, the deliberate intent—sent a sharp, liquid pull low in my belly. This was no longer simply sex. It was a covenant written in skin and bone.

“I understand,” I said, rising. The linen shift felt thin against my skin. I walked to him and laid my palm up on the table beside the blade. “I’m ready.”

He stood to his full height, towering over me. He took my offered hand, calloused fingers careful. “You are certain?”

“I am.”

He nodded and picked up the flint. The edge caught the light. He turned my hand, thumb stroking the center of my palm in a slow, steadying arc. “Watch me,” he said softly. “Not the blade.”

I lifted my eyes. In that moment I saw not only the war-chief but the male who had offered a bargain and waited for my answer, who had bled to keep me safe. I trusted him.

The cut was quick, exactly as he promised. A bright sting, then a line of red welling across pale skin. I held still. He set the blade down at once and brought my palm to his lips, pressing a closed-mouth kiss just below the wound. Then he drew the flint across his own broad palm. Green skin parted, revealing darker, richer crimson.

He took my bleeding hand in his. Our fingers laced, palm to palm. The contact jolted through me—not pain, but a sudden, visceral link. Warm blood mingled, slick between our pressed skin.

“Come,” he said, voice deeper, rougher now.

We walked out hand in hand into deepening twilight. The clan had gathered around the central fire pit, a ring of silent watchers. They parted as we approached the bare earth at the circle’s heart. Vark stood waiting, milky eyes unreadable.

Gornath stopped and pulled me close against his side. He raised our clasped, bleeding hands high. A low murmur of approval ran through the crowd. Together we knelt. He guided our joined hands over the ground.

“Blood of my blood,” Gornath intoned, voice rolling across the silent camp. “Life to this land. This woman, Maeve, I claim. This bond, I seal.”

He squeezed. Our mingled blood fell in slow, deliberate drops onto the dry earth. As the last drop struck, warmth bloomed from our joined palms, racing up my arm and flooding my chest, my belly, pooling heavy and insistent between my thighs. The magic hummed, a living heat that made my breath catch. Beside me Gornath inhaled sharply; he felt it too.

The clan answered with a single roar—stomping feet, fists on shields, a primal sound that vibrated through the earth beneath my knees. Gornath rose and pulled me up with him. My head spun. The world sharpened: smoke in my lungs, his hand gripping mine, heat thrumming under my skin.

We turned from the fire. The short walk back to his tent stretched endless, every step feeding the ache inside me. The ritual hunger was no metaphor. It clawed, raw and insistent.

The moment the tent flap fell shut behind us, control broke.

Gornath turned and hauled me against him in one motion, crushing his mouth to mine. This kiss was nothing like the first. It was possession, a claiming as deep as the blood we had spilled. I met it with equal force, arms locking around his neck, body pressing into the solid wall of his chest. The faint metallic taste of our blood lingered on his lips.

His hands roamed my back, my sides, cupped my ass and dragged me tighter against him. The thick, hard ridge of his cock strained against leather, pressed hot to my belly. A moan tore from my throat and vanished into his mouth.

He broke the kiss, breath ragged against my cheek. “The magic burns in you,” he growled, hands framing my face. “I can smell your desire, Maeve. It is intoxicating.”

“I feel it,” I panted, fingers working the straps of his harness. “I need—”

“I know what you need.”

He stripped the shift from me in quick, impatient pulls. Linen tore and fell at my feet, leaving me bare to firelight. His gaze raked over me, hot and hungry, lingering on the weight of my breasts, the flare of my hips, the auburn curls at the juncture of my thighs. A raw sound left him.

“You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” he said, voice rough with feeling. Then his mouth was on my neck, licking, sucking, tusks a careful, thrilling pressure against skin. His hands palmed my breasts, thumbs rubbing my nipples until they tightened into hard, aching peaks.

I pushed at his harness. He shrugged free of leather and iron, then peeled away his tunic. Green skin marked by scars and carved with muscle filled my vision. My hands spread across the broad planes of his chest, feeling the thunder of his heart. I leaned in and dragged my tongue over one flat, dark nipple. He shuddered.

“Witch,” he breathed, fingers tightening in my hair.

I sank to my knees. He looked down at me, fierce and expectant. My fingers worked the laces of his trousers, breath coming short. I freed him. His cock sprang out, thick and long, ruddy head already glistening. Magnificently, terrifyingly male. The sight made my mouth water and my pussy clench around nothing.

I leaned forward and took the broad head into my mouth.

Gornath’s hiss cut sharp. His hands tightened in my hair. “Yes,” he growled.

I swirled my tongue, learning the salt of him, the velvet texture. I took him deeper, jaw stretching, reading the rhythm he liked in the small, involuntary thrusts of his hips. Low, rumbling sounds of pleasure vibrated through his chest and into me. I loved the power of it, the way his control frayed under my tongue.

After a few minutes he drew me off gently. “Enough,” he said, voice strained. “If you continue, this will end before it begins, and I intend to take my time with you tonight.”

He lifted me as if I weighed nothing and carried me to the piled furs. He laid me down and followed, covering my body with his, his weight a delicious anchor. He kissed me again, deep and slow, then began a relentless path downward. He kissed the hollow of my throat, the valley between my breasts, took one nipple deep into his mouth and sucked, flicking with his tongue until I cried out. He gave the other the same attention.

Then he moved lower, over the quivering plane of my stomach. He hooked his hands under my knees, spreading me wide to his gaze and the firelight.

“Look at you,” he murmured, breath hot against my inner thigh. “So wet for me. So ready.”

He didn’t make me wait. His mouth descended, tongue dragging a long, deliberate stripe from my slick entrance to my clit.

I gasped, spine arching off the furs. His tongue was broad and hot, working with focused intent. He circled the swollen bud, flicked across it, then drew it into his mouth with gentle suction. Pleasure coiled low in my belly, pulling tighter with every pass of his tongue. He mapped me with single-minded attention, noting what drew a gasp, what pulled a whimper from my throat, what made my hips jerk against his face. One thick finger pushed inside me, curling to press against a spot that sent sparks bursting behind my eyes.

“Gornath… please…” The words left me as a plea, but I felt no shame in them.

“Shatter for me,” he breathed against my flesh, the vibration of his voice traveling straight through me. “Let me taste it.”

His mouth sealed over my clit, sucking in a steady rhythm while his finger thrust deep. The tension broke. Ecstasy tore through me, raw and sudden. I cried out, body shaking, fingers twisting in his hair as the waves kept coming. He stayed with me, drinking every pulse until the tremors faded.

Before the aftershocks fully ebbed, he moved up my body. His cock, thick and heavy, nudged at my wet entrance. He hovered above me, eyes black with hunger, his jaw clenched with the effort of stillness. “I need you with me for this,” he said, voice rough and reverent at once.

I met his gaze, vision still blurred at the edges.

“This will make you mine in every way the magic understands,” he said, voice rough. “You will take my seed, and it will quicken. That is the purpose of the rite. Do you consent?”

The question landed at the edge of everything. Heat flooded my veins, emptiness ached in my core, and the swell of feeling in my chest all answered the same way. “Yes. Gornath, yes.”

He thrust forward.

The stretch stole my breath. He was larger than anything I’d known, filling me to a burning fullness that bordered on pain and pleasure at once. A raw sound escaped me.

He held still, seated deep, giving me time. His forehead rested against mine, breath warm on my face. “You feel… gods, Maeve. You feel like heaven.”

Then he moved.

His thrusts started slow, deep and measured, each one dragging over that sensitive place inside me and stoking the embers higher. I locked my legs around his waist, rising to meet every stroke. The tent filled with the sounds of us—skin meeting skin, my broken moans, his low grunts.

He shifted my hips higher, changing the angle. The next thrust struck deeper. Light flared behind my eyes.

“There,” I managed. “Right there.”

He gave it to me, driving into that spot harder, pace quickening, control slipping. The furs twisted beneath us. His hands clamped on my hips, grip tight enough to mark, and I welcomed it. I wanted the evidence of him on my skin.

“You are mine,” he growled with each thrust. “Mine to protect. Mine to cherish. Mine to fill.”

“Yours,” I answered, the word falling from me again and again. “Yours, yours, yours.”

The pressure built once more, sharper this time, the magical heat inside me twisting together with the physical drag of his cock. My second release gathered, a force barely held back.

“I’m close,” I breathed, nails biting into the muscle of his shoulders.

“Come with me,” he ordered, rhythm turning rough and urgent. “Give me your pleasure, Maeve. Now.”

His thumb found my clit, rubbing fast, tight circles. That was all it took. The second climax crashed through me, a violent rush that ripped a scream from my throat. My walls clenched around him, pulling him deeper.

With a roar that rattled the tent poles, Gornath followed. I felt him throb inside me, the hot flood of his release filling me as his body jerked with it. He dropped onto me, weight heavy and perfect, face pressed to my neck.

We stayed like that for long minutes, hearts pounding in the same frantic rhythm, sweat cooling on our skin. The magical fire receded, leaving a deep, sated warmth in its place.

Slowly, he rolled to his side, drawing me with him until I lay half across his chest. His hand moved over my back in long, unhurried strokes.

Silence settled, broken only by the brazier’s crackle and our easing breaths. I traced the scar along his collarbone.

“The blood rite,” I whispered. “Is it… done?”

He kissed my hair, his lips warm and unhurried against the crown of my head. “The offering is given. The bond is sealed. The rest…” He exhaled slowly, the sound of a man setting down a weight he had carried for longer than he named. “The rest is a hope. A promise we have made to each other and to the earth.”

I pressed closer, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The fear from my arrival, the tension of the challenge, the dread of the ritual—all of it had vanished. In its place was a tired peace and a fierce, certain knowledge.

I was his. He was mine. And for the first time since my village had burned, I was home.


Chapter 7 — Claiming

The peace of that first deep sleep, curled against Gornath’s side, was profound. I woke not to a guard’s rough shove or the gnawing dread of a new day in the tribute pen, but to the slow, delicious stretch of muscles pleasantly sore. The heavy furs smelled of us—of his wild, smoky scent and my own, now changed and intertwined. His arm lay solid across my waist, holding me close even in sleep.

Sunlight, filtered through the hide walls of the tent, painted the space in stripes of gold and shadow. I lay still, listening to his steady breathing, feeling the slow, powerful beat of his heart against my back. The word echoed in the quiet of my mind. Home.

It wasn’t the tent, though its warmth and safety were part of it. It wasn’t even him, exactly, though his presence was the cornerstone. It was the space between us, the pact we’d forged. The choice. My choice. I had offered myself to live, and he had waited for my yes. That was the ground I stood on now, and it was solid.

He stirred, a low rumble vibrating in his chest. His arm tightened, pulling me closer against the hard plane of his body. “You’re awake.” His voice was sleep-roughened, deeper than usual.

“How did you know?”

“Your breathing changed. And your thoughts are loud.”

I laughed softly. “My thoughts?”

“Mmm. They hum.” He rolled onto his back, taking me with him so I sprawled across his chest. I looked up into his face. In the gentle morning light, the severe lines of his scars seemed softer, the sharp planes of his tusks less intimidating. His eyes, the color of old amber, watched me with a focus that still made my stomach flutter. “You are content.”

It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway. “I am.”

He lifted a hand, calloused fingers tracing the line of my jaw, then down the column of my throat to where my pulse beat rapidly. “The bond is fresh. The magic is quiet today. It will… stir again.” A slow, possessive smile touched his lips. “Often.”

Heat, different from the ritual’s compulsive fire but just as potent, bloomed low in my belly. I remembered the feel of him inside me, the shocking, perfect fullness, the way my body had clenched around his. My cheeks warmed. “I… I think I’d like that.”

His smile widened, a flash of tusk. “Good.” He sat up abruptly, lifting me with him as if I weighed nothing, and set me on the furs beside him. “But first, the camp must see.”

The reality of our situation rushed back. We were not in a cottage somewhere, just a man and a woman. He was a war-chief, and I was… what was I now? “See what?”

“That you are claimed. That you walk beside me, not behind.” He stood, a towering figure of green muscle and scarred flesh, and fetched a basin of water and a soft cloth. He brought it to the bedside and knelt, his size making the gesture somehow more intimate. “There will be talk. Challenge, perhaps. It must be settled.”

He washed me with a tenderness that belied his brutal appearance, the warm cloth moving over my skin, cleaning away the evidence of the night. I watched his face, the concentration there, and a surge of protectiveness rose in me. “You said the blood rite was done. The offering given.”

“It is. You are mine in the eyes of the earth and my ancestors.” He rinsed the cloth, his movements deliberate. “But my warband’s eyes are more… practical. You are human. Small. Soft. They saw you given as tribute. They need to see you chosen.” He met my gaze. “And you need to see it, too. To walk through the camp with my mark on your neck and my hand in yours, and know no one will touch you. To feel the weight of their stares and know they are stares of recognition, not conquest.”

He was right. The fear was a ghost, but it was there, lurking in the corners of the tent. The memory of leering orc faces, of being paraded like a piece of meat. He was offering me a way to banish it for good.

“What do I need to do?” I asked, my voice steadier than I felt.

He finished drying my skin with another fur. “The green dress,” he said, nodding at the chest where it had been folded. “And the torque. Today, every eye in this camp will know what they are seeing.”

I dressed quietly. The leather was buttery and familiar against my skin now, the dress’s interlocking-knot embroidery a detail I had traced with my fingers the evening before while he slept. I fastened the silver torque myself this time, the beast-headed clasp cool under my fingers, the weight of it settling into its place at my throat like something that had always belonged there.

He dressed himself in his familiar leather harness and iron-studded bracers, then came to stand before me. He said nothing. He simply looked at me for a long moment—the torque, the dress, my face—and something moved behind his eyes that was not desire, or not only desire. It was the look of a man counting a thing he did not expect to keep.

“Now,” he said. “They will see.”

He took my hand, his engulfing mine completely, his grip firm and sure. When he pushed aside the tent flap, the full light of day hit me, along with the sounds and smells of the waking camp: the clang of a hammer from the forge, the scent of roasting meat, the guttural chatter of orc voices.

We stepped out together.

Silence fell in a rippling wave. Orcs stopped mid-task. A warrior sharpening a blade looked up, his hands stilling. Two females carrying water skins halted and stared. Every eye was on us, on the torque around my neck, on our joined hands.

Gornath did not speak. He simply stood, a mountain of silent authority, and swept his gaze across his people. Then he began to walk, leading me through the heart of the camp.

The first challenge came from a massive orc with a fresh, livid scar across his brow—Brog, the one who had contested my place at the feast. He stepped into our path, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Chief,” he grunted, his eyes flicking to me with open disdain. “The human wears the torque.”

“She does,” Gornath said, his voice calm but edged with steel.

“It has never been done. She is not orc. She is tribute.” Brog’s voice rose, carrying. A crowd was gathering, watching with keen interest.

I felt Gornath’s hand tighten on mine, a silent reassurance. My heart hammered against the heavy silver at my throat.

“She was tribute,” Gornath corrected, his tone leaving no room for argument. “She is now mine. By her choice and by the old rites. The earth has accepted her offering. The bond is sealed.” He took a step forward, his presence seeming to expand. “Do you question the earth’s will, Brog? Or mine?”

The air crackled with tension. Brog’s jaw worked, his tusks grinding. He looked from Gornath’s implacable face to mine. I forced myself to hold his gaze, to not look away. I was not a cowering prisoner. I was standing beside my… my mate. The word fit, solid and true.

Brog’s shoulders slumped, just a fraction. He dipped his head, a curt nod of submission. “No, Chief.” He stepped aside.

We walked on. With each step, the atmosphere changed. The stares lost their hostility, shifting to curiosity, then to a kind of grudging acknowledgment. A female orc—Gornath’s sister, I guessed, from the similar set of her eyes—gave me a small, approving nod as we passed her tent. By the time we reached the central firepit, where the remnants of last night’s feast were being cleared, the camp had largely returned to its rhythms, though I remained the focus of sidelong glances.

Gornath led me to a place of honor near the fire and sat, pulling me down to sit between his spread thighs, my back against his chest. It was a blatantly possessive posture, one that surrounded me with his heat and strength. He accepted a bowl of stew from a young orc and held it so I could eat first.

The message was unmistakable. I was under his protection. I was his equal in status. I sipped the stew, the rich flavor grounding me. The torque felt less like a weight and more like a crown.

The rest of the day passed in a strange, public ritual. Gornath conducted his chief’s business—settling a dispute over hunting grounds, inspecting a new batch of spearheads, listening to reports from scouts—with me seated beside him. He asked my opinion on trivial matters, not because he needed it, but to show the others he valued it. He shared his drink with me from the same horn. Each gesture was a deliberate stitch, sewing my place into the fabric of the clan.

As the sun began to sink, painting the sky in shades of violet and orange, he stood and offered me his hand again. “Come.”

He led me away from the central fire, toward the outskirts of the camp where a rocky outcrop overlooked the forested valley. We climbed in silence until we reached a flat ledge. The view was breathtaking, the world spread out below us in a tapestry of deepening shadows and last light.

He stood behind me, his hands settling on my shoulders. “This is what I fight for,” he said quietly. “This land. This peace.”

I leaned back into him. “It’s beautiful.”

“You are beautiful,” he said, the words a rough caress against my ear. His hands slid down my arms, then around my waist, pulling me tight against him. I could feel the hard ridge of his cock, already thick and straining against his leathers, pressed into the small of my back. The heat from the day, from his public claiming, coalesced into a sharp, private need.

I turned in his arms, looping my hands around his neck, feeling the coarse texture of his hair under my fingers. The silver torque pressed cool between us. “Gornath…”

He claimed my mouth, his kiss not the gentle exploration of the night before, but a hot, hungry declaration. It was all tongue and tusk and possessive demand, and I met it with my own rising fervor. My hands scrabbled at the fastenings of his harness.

He broke the kiss, breathing heavily. “Here?”

“Yes.” The answer was ripped from me, raw and wanting. I needed this, needed him, outside of the ritual, outside of the tent. In the open air, with the whole world as our witness.

With a growl, he made quick work of the ties on my leather dress, pushing it from my shoulders until it pooled at my feet on the stone. The cool evening air pebbled my skin, but his gaze was a flame. He looked at me, naked but for the torque, as if I were a feast laid out for him alone.

He shed his own harness and bracers, his cock springing free, thick and flushed and ready. He sat on a smooth rock, pulling me to stand before him. His hands roamed over my hips, my thighs, my belly, as if re-memorizing my shape.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, his voice thick. “Show me what you need.”

A jolt of pure, liquid heat shot through me at his words. I had never done such a thing, not in front of anyone. But under his molten gaze, my own shyness burned away. I let my hand slide down over my stomach, through the coarse curls, until my fingers found my clit. It was already swollen, sensitive. I gasped as I circled it, my eyes locked on his.

He watched, rapt, his own hand stroking his heavy length. “That’s it,” he murmured. “Let me see you take your pleasure.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, lost in the sensation, in the taboo thrill of being watched. I slipped a finger inside myself, finding the slick, hot evidence of my desire, and a low moan escaped me.

That was all the invitation he needed. In one swift move, he lifted me and guided me down onto his waiting cock.

The stretch was just as breathtaking as the first time, a delicious, burning fullness that stole my breath. I cried out, my hands flying to his shoulders for balance. He held me by the hips, letting me adjust, his own breath coming in ragged pants.

“Move,” he gritted out. “Take me.”

I began to rock, finding a rhythm. The angle was different, deeper somehow. Each time I sank down, he filled me completely, the head of his cock brushing a spot inside me that made lights flash behind my eyelids. My earlier self-consciousness was gone, consumed by a driving, physical need. I rode him with increasing abandon, my moans mixing with the sounds of the night insects and the distant crackle of the campfires below.

He took one of my breasts in his mouth, sucking hard on the peak, his tongue flicking over the nipple. The dual sensation—the deep, pounding fullness and the sharp pull at my breast—tipped me over the edge. My climax crashed into me with shocking force, a wave of pure sensation that clenched my core around him, milking his length.

He growled, a sound of pure masculine triumph, and thrust up into me, once, twice, three more times, before he stilled, his own release pumping hot and deep inside me. His grip on my hips was iron, holding me impaled as he shuddered through his pleasure.

We stayed like that for long moments, connected, panting into the cool twilight. Finally, he softened inside me, and I slumped forward against his broad chest, boneless and spent.

He wrapped his arms around me, holding me close. “My Maeve,” he rumbled into my hair. “My claimed, my chosen.”

I nuzzled into his neck, breathing in his scent. Below us, the campfires of his warband twinkled like fallen stars. Above, the first true stars began to pierce the darkening sky. I was claimed. I was chosen.

And for the first time, looking out at the vast, wild land that was now my home, I believed I belonged.


Chapter 8 — The Heart’s Fortress

I slept deeply that night, wrapped in Gornath’s arms and the scent of our joining. When I woke, it was to the quiet sounds of dawn in the high mountain camp—the low murmur of voices, the clank of a cook-pot, the distant ring of a hammer on metal from the forge. Gornath was already gone, the furs beside me cool. A pang of something close to loneliness pricked at me before I shook it off. He was a chief. He had duties.

I rose, my body pleasantly sore in new places, a private reminder of the night before. My clothes from yesterday lay where I’d shed them, but folded neatly on a chest was a fresh set: soft, supple leather trousers and a tunic of a dark, woven fabric, clearly orc-made but sized for a human woman. There were even boots. My heart clenched. He’d thought of this. He’d provided. It was a far cry from being a peace-offering in a sacrificial rag.

Dressed, I ventured out of the tent. The morning air was sharp and clean. A few orcs nodded to me as I passed, a gesture that held neither the hostility of my first days nor the outright acceptance I might have foolishly hoped for. It was acknowledgment. I was his. That was enough, for now.

I found him near the central firepit, deep in conversation with a few of his captains. His massive frame was taut with concentration, a map scratched into the hard earth at his feet. He saw me approach and his gaze, fierce and focused a moment before, softened. He held out a hand, and I went to him without hesitation, letting his fingers curl around mine.

“Maeve,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “We have news. Scouts have returned.”

One of the captains, a grizzled orc with a missing tusk named Krol, grunted. “The human border lords are stirring. They did not like losing their tribute.” He shot a glance at me, not unkind, but assessing. “They say they want her back.”

A cold dread seeped into my veins. “Back? To kill me properly this time?”

Gornath’s hand tightened on mine. “They will not have you.” The finality in his voice was a wall of stone. “But they are massing forces at the old river crossing. They mean to test our strength.”

“They are fools,” another captain spat. “We razed one of their villages for poaching in our hunting grounds. Sending a woman was a coward’s move. Now they think to fight?”

“They have steel. Numbers,” Krol countered.

Gornath released my hand and crouched by the map, tracing a line. “The crossing is narrow. Their numbers will mean little if we meet them there.” He looked up at me. “The warband will move out at dusk. You will remain here, with the hearth-keepers and the young.”

The words were an order, but they felt like a shove. After last night, after feeling like I belonged to something—to him—the idea of being left behind, sheltered like a fragile thing, curdled in my stomach. “I don’t want to stay behind.”

The orcs around us fell silent. Gornath stood slowly, his expression unreadable. “It is not safe.”

“Was it safe when you brought me here?” I challenged. My voice held steady, though my heart slammed against my ribs hard enough to bruise. “Is anywhere truly safe? I am part of this now. Your claim. That means I share your fate, does it not? Not only the pleasant parts.”

Krol’s good eye caught the light, a glint of something close to respect. Gornath studied me in silence, his gaze moving over my face, the new clothes that still smelled of woodsmoke and leather, as if he were measuring the weight of what I had become.

“You cannot fight,” he said.

“I know that.” The words came out flat. “But I can be there. I can tend fires. Carry water for the wounded. Something.” The thought of staying behind, trapped with every imagined horror, twisted in my gut like a blade. “Let me choose this. You waited for my yes before. Give me this yes now.”

The moment stretched thin. Around us the camp sounds thinned until I heard only the wind in the pines and the slow creak of leather harnesses. Then he gave a single, sharp nod.

“You will stay at the rear. With the supply sleds. You will do as Krol or I say, without question. If I tell you to run, you run.”

Relief hit me low and hot. “I understand.”

He turned back to his captains, voice shifting back to the hard edge of command. “Prepare. We move at twilight.”

The day blurred into ordered motion. I rolled bandages from spare cloth until my fingers ached, filled skins until the water numbed my hands. The orc women watched. One of them, Urga, older, her palms ridged with old forge scars, pressed a sheathed dagger into my palm.

“For the roots and tough meat by the supply sleds,” she said, voice rough as gravel. Her eyes said more. The weight of the blade settled against my thigh, strange and solid.

Twilight bled across the sky in streaks of fire and iron. The warband gathered in the clearing, green skin slick with sweat and oil, harnesses creaking, axes and hammers and thick-bladed swords catching the last light. Gornath moved through them like a storm given shape. The scaled armor he wore now turned him broader, heavier, his tusks sharp against the hard line of his jaw.

He came to me last, where I stood beside the loaded sleds. The camp behind us had emptied to the old and the very young.

He cupped my face, thumb dragging across my cheekbone. “This changes nothing,” he said, low enough that only I heard. “You are mine. I will return for you.”

“I know.” I leaned into the callus of his palm. “But I will be here. Waiting. Not hiding.”

He kissed me hard, mouth claiming, teeth scraping, the taste of iron and smoke and him. Then he was gone, folding into the column of warriors that slipped between the trees without sound.

We traveled through the dark. I rode one of the sleds, the massive shaggy beast pulling it snorting steam into the cold. Krol stayed close, a silent bulk at the edge of my sight. Snow crunched under boots. Wood creaked. Low voices passed commands down the line. Nothing else.

Dawn found us in a thick stand of pine above a mist-choked river valley. Below, hundreds of campfires pricked the far bank like scattered stars. The human army. My stomach tightened around nothing.

Gornath and his captains slipped down to scout. I stayed with the sleds, the dagger a cold line against my leg. The mist burned away with the sun, baring the enemy in full: neat rows of tents, bright banners snapping in the wind, the dull gleam of steel in ordered ranks. I recognized two of the sigils and felt my mouth go dry.

Krol returned, face set like stone. “They outnumber us three to one. But they are fat and slow. The crossing is a bottleneck.” He looked at me. “The Chief says you stay here, no matter what. This is the line.”

I nodded. My throat would not open.

The battle did not begin like the songs. No shouted challenges. No brave charge across open ground. It erupted from the river in a single, shattering crash of steel and voices, the ring of blades, the deep roar of orcs, the higher screams of men. From the tree line I watched the green tide slam into the shield wall at the narrow ford. Gornath moved at the center, taller than the rest, his great axe rising and falling in brutal arcs that opened red paths through the press.

Fear sat metallic on my tongue. Beneath it, something fiercer and hotter uncoiled. He fought for his people. For the land that had raised him. And, a part of me dared to believe, for me.

The fight swayed back and forth at the water’s edge. Then, a group of human knights on horseback broke from the main force, skirting the melee, heading up the slope. Toward the supply line. Toward me.

Krol snarled an order. The handful of orcs left with the sleds readied their weapons. “Stay down!” he barked at me, before turning to meet the charge.

Chaos erupted around the sleds. The world shrank to the blur of violence. I dropped behind a sled, my heart hammering against my ribs. I saw an orc fall. I saw a knight, his visor raised, leering as he spotted me among the crates.

“A prize!” he shouted, spurring his horse forward.

Terror locked my limbs. But then I saw Krol, engaged with two others, unable to reach me. I saw the knight’s gauntleted hand reaching down for me. And something in me snapped. I was not a prize. Not anymore.

As he leaned low, I didn’t think. I acted. I pulled Urga’s dagger from its sheath and, with a cry that was part fear and part fury, I slashed upward. I aimed not for him, but for his horse. The blade scored a deep line along the animal’s flank. It reared in pain and shock, screaming, throwing the knight from the saddle with a crash of metal.

He lay stunned for a second. I scrambled back, the dagger held before me in both shaking hands. He clambered to his feet, his leering face now contorted with rage.

“You little bitch,” he spat, drawing his sword.

A shadow fell over us both. A roar, louder than any battle-cry, split the air. Gornath landed between us like a vengeful mountain, his armor splattered with blood, his axe already in motion. The knight had time for a half-formed scream before the blow fell.

Silence, sudden and shocking, descended on our little corner of the hill. The remaining knights were dead or fleeing. Gornath turned to me. His chest heaved, his eyes were wild, burning with an amber fire I’d never seen. He looked from the dead knight, to the dagger in my hand, to my face.

He dropped his axe and closed the distance between us in two strides. His hands, huge and bloody, framed my face. “You fought,” he breathed, the words thick with something primal.

“You told me to run,” I whispered, my whole body trembling. “I didn’t.”

A sound escaped him, a growl that vibrated through my very bones. Then his mouth was on mine. This was not the kiss from the camp. This was raw, desperate, claiming. It tasted of blood and adrenaline and a terrifying, boundless need. He kissed me as if he were drowning and I was air.

When he broke away, he didn’t let go. He simply swept me into his arms, cradling me against his armored chest. He bellowed orders to Krol. “Secure the sleds. The ford is ours. They break.”

Across the ford, on the rocky ridge beyond the melee, I caught a glimpse of them—a knot of orcs bearing a standard marked with a jagged black tooth. Borok’s banner. The Black Tooth clan had come to challenge the bond, exactly as Gornath had warned they would. They had appeared at our camp gate the night before, but Karga had met them with ceremony wine and sharp words, and Borok, outnumbered on our ground, had chosen to observe rather than press his challenge openly. He had come to the battle to watch instead. And he had watched a human woman stand her ground for the Black Rock warband against her own kind. Borok’s runners would carry that tale home. There would be no challenge now. Not after this.

He carried me, not back to the supply line, but away from it, into the deeper, silent woods. He didn’t stop until he found a small, sheltered clearing, a hollow formed by the roots of a giant fallen tree. Moss softened the ground. He set me down, his movements suddenly deliberate, almost gentle.

“Gornath—” I started.

“Quiet,” he murmured, his voice a rough caress. His hands went to the fastenings of his scaled armor, peeling the heavy plates away and letting them fall to the moss with heavy thuds. Beneath, his tunic was damp with sweat. He did the same with it, until he stood before me, chest bare, scars silver in the dappled forest light.

He came to his knees before me. His big hands smoothed over my thighs, still clad in the leather trousers he’d given me. “You stood. You fought. For yourself. For… us.” He said the last word as if discovering it. “You are not a captive. You are not a tribute.”

His hands went to the laces of my tunic, his fingers, though stained with grime, surprisingly deft. He undressed me slowly, piece by piece, until I stood naked before him in the cool morning air, my skin pebbling. His gaze was a physical weight, worshipful and hungry.

“You are my heart’s fortress,” he said, the words a low, sacred vow. “My mate. In truth.”

Then he leaned forward and pressed his mouth to the skin over my heart. I gasped, my fingers tangling in his thick hair. He laid me back on the soft bed of moss, his large body covering mine, not with crushing weight, but with sheltering heat.

What followed was different from the night before. That had been passion, discovery, a claiming of body. This was a sealing. A vow written in flesh.

He kissed every part of me. The hollow of my throat, the curve of my shoulder, the sensitive skin of my inner arms. He took my breasts in his hands, his thumbs circling my nipples until they were hard, aching points, then took them into his mouth, one after the other, sucking and laving with a focused intensity that made me arch and whimper. His tusks were a careful, thrilling danger against my tender flesh.

His hand slid down my belly, through the coppery curls, and found my core. I was already wet, slick for him, the fear and fury of the battle transmuting into a desperate, aching need. He growled his approval, the vibration humming through my bones.

“Maeve,” he breathed against my skin. “My fierce one. Let me in.”

He notched the broad head of his cock at my entrance. He was huge, stretching me even more than I remembered from the night before, the memory of our joining now a fuel for the fire burning in my blood. I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him closer.

“Yes,” I said, the word a prayer. “Always yes.”

He pushed inside, a slow, inexorable invasion that filled me utterly. I cried out, my back bowing off the moss. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, letting me adjust, his face a mask of strained control.

Then he began to move. These were not the frantic, driving thrusts of our first time. These were deep, rolling strokes, each one dragging against a place inside me that sparked with blinding pleasure. He watched my face, his amber eyes locked on mine, as if memorizing every flicker of sensation that crossed it.

I met him, thrust for thrust, my hips rising to meet his. The world narrowed to this clearing, to the scent of damp earth and his skin, to the sound of our ragged breathing and the slick, wet sound of our joining. I could feel the coil of my climax tightening, deep and low.

One of his hands slid between us, his thumb finding my clit. The pressure was perfect, rough and direct. “Break for me,” he commanded, voice ragged and raw. “I want to feel you fall apart around me.”

It was the command, the possessiveness in it, that shattered me. My climax ripped through me, violent and total, clenching around his thrusting cock in rhythmic waves that seemed to pull him deeper still. I screamed his name into the forest air, my vision whiting out.

With a roar that shook the leaves above us, he drove into me one final, devastating time and stilled. I felt the hot, surging pulse of his release deep inside me, filling me, marking me as his in the most primal way. He collapsed over me, careful to keep his weight on his forearms, his forehead resting against mine as we both gasped for air.

We lay entwined for a long time, the heat of our bodies warding off the chill. Slowly, sensation returned. The chatter of a squirrel. The rustle of leaves. The beat of his heart against mine.

He shifted, pulling out of me, and gathered me against his side. His hand stroked my arm, my hip, in slow, possessive sweeps.

“The battle?” I finally asked, my voice hoarse.

“Won,” he said simply. “They will not trouble us again. Your old lords will think twice before demanding anything from my mountains.” He tilted my chin up to look at him. “You have a home here, Maeve. Not because I claim you, but because you claimed it. You fought for it.”

Tears came without warning, hot and sudden, pricking at the corners of my eyes before I could stop them. I turned my face against his shoulder. The skin there smelled of dried sweat and cold iron and something darker, muskier — the scent of him after battle, after claiming, after truth.

He felt the wet against his skin. His hand, the one that had held an axe an hour ago, came up and cradled the back of my head with a gentleness that had no right to live in those fingers.

“You are my heart’s fortress,” he repeated, the words softer now. “And I am yours. Always.”

I pressed my mouth against the curve of his shoulder, unable to speak. There was something below my ribs that had no name yet — too old and too raw to be called happiness, too fierce to be only relief. The girl who had been shoved from a cart at the edge of the world, who had stood in the cold in a stained white shift and bargained her body for another sunrise, did not live in me anymore. She had dissolved somewhere in the last days, cell by cell, replaced by a woman who had bled her name into foreign earth and taken up a dagger in its defense.

I curled into his side, my ear pressed flat over the scarred, powerful beat of his heart. Below us, somewhere through the pines, the warband would be regrouping, hoisting the dead, celebrating over the living. But here in our quiet hollow, with the moss cold and soft at our backs and the last of the afternoon light filtering gold through the canopy, we had our own victory. Smaller than any battle. Larger than any war.

And it was just beginning.


Chapter 9 — The Fortress We Build

The peace we found in the forest held as we descended back to the camp. My legs were unsteady, a pleasant, deep-seated ache between them a constant reminder of what had happened. Gornath kept me close, his hand a heavy, warm weight on my lower back, guiding me through the trees. His other hand held his axe, still stained, his eyes scanning the path with a vigilance that spoke of a lifetime of war. But the set of his shoulders was different. Lighter.

As we broke through the treeline onto the slope overlooking the camp, the sight gave me pause.

The orcs were not the silent, grim warriors I’d first known. They moved with a shared purpose, but it wasn’t the tense readiness for a raid. Some were repairing tents, others tending to a few wounded by the central fire. A group near the forge was laughing, a deep, rumbling sound that carried on the wind. And they saw us.

Silence didn’t fall. But a different kind of attention did. Heads turned, tusked faces looked up from their tasks. I saw nods, not bows. Respectful acknowledgement aimed at Gornath, and then, to my shock, a few in my direction. A grizzled orc with a missing tusk raised a hand in a short salute to his chief, his eyes flicking to me with a glint I couldn’t quite read. It wasn’t ownership. It was… acceptance.

“They know,” I whispered.

Gornath’s hand pressed firmer against my spine. “They saw you fight. They heard your warning. They know you chose to stay.” He looked down at me, his amber eyes gleaming. “They know you are mine, and I am yours. That is all the law they need.”

We walked into the camp proper. The smell of smoke and forge-fire and roasting meat was familiar now, a scent that meant home, not captivity. My old tent, the one I’d been given when I first arrived, stood empty and slightly askew. Gornath didn’t even glance at it. He steered me directly toward his own.

His tent. I knew every inch of it by now — the way the hide walls breathed in the wind, the specific creak of the central pole, the smell of his harness hanging from its post. I had slept in it, woken in it, come undone in it. But he stopped at the entrance and turned to me anyway, his hand dropping to his side, his expression stripped of all its armor.

“This is your place,” he said, voice a low rumble. “If you wish it. Not by bargain. Not by rite. By your own word, today.”

I understood. Every threshold before had been necessity or ritual or desperation. This one was simply mine. I could step across it or I could not. The world would go on regardless. He would go on — but differently, and I knew it, and he knew I knew it.

I stepped across it.

The air inside was cool and familiar, smelling of leather and smoke and the faint musk that was uniquely his. My feet found the thick furs from memory. I turned to face him, standing in the entrance with the camp light at his back, a silhouette of green muscle and old scars and the quiet, steady hope he never let show in front of his warband.

“I wish it,” I said. “Without question. Without fear.”

He followed, filling the tent with his presence. The flap fell shut behind him, sealing out the camp. Firelight leaked through the seams in thin, gold lines. He shrugged off his harness. Leather and iron hit the ground with a heavy thud. Then he stood before me in only his trousers, green skin marked with old silver scars and fresh, ruddy scratches. My scratches.

“You are tired,” he said.

“I am.” The words came out rough. The last of the battle adrenaline had drained away, leaving my bones heavy, but something else had taken its place—hot, restless, awake. “I’m not sure I can sleep.”

He crossed the furs without sound and cupped my face. His thumb dragged across my cheekbone. “The body sings after battle. After claiming.” His gaze dropped to my mouth. “It wants to feel alive.”

He was right. Every nerve stood raw and open. The memory of him driving into me against the tree still burned behind my eyes and between my legs. I didn’t want it quieted. I wanted more of it.

My hands rose to his chest, feeling the hard beat of his heart and the raised ridge of a scar beneath my palm. “Show me,” I whispered. “Show me how to feel alive here. With you. In our home.”

A low growl rolled through his chest. He bent his head, tusks careful, and took my mouth in a kiss that was anything but. His tongue drove deep, claiming, and I met him with the same hunger, fingers digging into the hard muscle of his shoulders.

This was slower than the forest. Hotter. A deliberate burn. He kissed me until my lungs ached and my knees shook, then pulled back just enough for his breath to rasp against my wet lips.

“The shift,” he murmured. His fingers found the torn shoulder of the linen. “It is finished.”

One sharp tug and the fabric ripped the rest of the way down. It slid from my body and pooled at my feet. Cool air brushed my bare skin, raising goosebumps. I stood naked before him, freckled and soft where he was hard, and felt no shame. Only power. His amber eyes had gone nearly black with hunger.

“Beautiful,” he growled, the word rough and reverent. “My treasure.”

His hands followed his gaze, sweeping over my shoulders, down my arms, skimming the sides of my breasts. When his thumbs brushed my nipples, I gasped at the sharp, sweet pull. He circled them slowly, watching them tighten, then bent to draw one into his mouth.

Heat. The rough drag of his tongue. The light graze of a tusk. I cried out and clutched at his hair, fingers twisting in the thick dark strands. He sucked harder, his hand cradling my other breast, thumb working in time with his tongue.

Wet heat gathered low in my belly and slid down my thighs. The hollow ache he’d left in me in the forest returned, sharp and empty, needing only him to fill it.

He switched to my other nipple, lavishing it with the same slow, thorough attention before his mouth moved lower. He kissed the soft curve of my stomach, the jut of my hipbone, tusks dragging lightly over sensitive skin. Then he dropped to his knees, big hands spreading over the backs of my thighs.

“Gornath,” I breathed, looking down at the orc chief on his knees for me.

“My Maeve.” His voice had gone thick. He nudged my legs wider with his shoulders and put his mouth on me.

The first broad stroke of his tongue over my clit sent a jolt straight through me. I jerked, a sharp cry breaking from my throat. He didn’t pause. He licked into me like a starving man, tongue broad and relentless, circling my clit, drinking the slick that spilled for him. The wet sounds were filthy, loud in the quiet tent, and they only made the heat climb higher.

One thick finger pushed inside me. I clenched around it with a broken sob at the stretch. He added a second, curling them, finding the spot that made my vision spark white.

“There,” I gasped. “Right there—”

He growled against my cunt, the vibration shooting straight through me. His fingers pumped in a steady, deep rhythm while his tongue kept working my clit. Pleasure wound tighter and tighter, a hot coil pulling at the base of my spine. My thighs trembled. My heartbeat thundered in my ears.

“I can’t—I’m going to—”

He doubled down, fingers driving harder, tongue flicking faster. The coil snapped.

My orgasm hit like a breaking wave. I screamed, body bowing hard, hands fisted in his hair as I ground against his mouth and his hand. My cunt pulsed around his fingers, release flooding hot and wet against his tongue. He drank it down with low, satisfied growls that dragged the aftershocks out until my legs gave and I was held up only by his grip on my thighs.

He gentled, pressing slow, open-mouthed kisses to my inner thighs and the swollen mound above my clit while I shook and panted. Then he rose, face glistening with my slick, eyes blazing with possessive pride. He licked his lips without looking away.

“The taste of you,” he rumbled. “It is life.”

Before I could catch my breath he lifted me, carried me the short distance to the furs, and laid me down. The soft pelts felt almost too much against my oversensitive skin. He stood over me and unfastened his trousers.

His cock sprang free, thick and heavy, the head already wet. My mouth went dry. Even after taking him once, the sight still stole my breath—the heavy length, the thick veins, the blunt crown. A weapon made for pleasure. Mine.

He knelt between my thighs, braced on one arm, and guided himself to my entrance. The broad head pressed against me, slick with both of us. He paused, amber eyes locked on mine.

“You are sure.” Not a question. A demand.

I reached up, framed his scarred face with both hands, and pulled him down into a kiss that tasted of myself. “I am yours,” I said against his mouth. “I am sure.”

He pushed forward.

The stretch burned, then bloomed into deep, perfect fullness. I cried out, nails scoring his back as he sank into me inch by inch until his hips met mine and he was seated to the hilt. I could feel him pressing against my deepest places, the pressure almost too much.

He stilled, forehead pressed to mine, breath ragged. “You feel… like heaven clenched around me,” he groaned.

Then he began to move.

The rhythm was nothing like the hard, frantic pounding against the tree. This was deep and rolling, each thrust dragging over that spot inside me that made my toes curl. Every withdrawal left me empty and aching; every return felt like coming home. The wet sound of skin meeting skin filled the tent, along with the creak of furs and our rough breathing. The scent of sex and leather and musk hung thick in the air.

He watched my face the whole time, eyes never leaving mine. “Look at you,” he rasped. “Taking every inch. My strong, brave Maeve.” He shifted his angle and drove deeper. I arched with a broken cry. “Yes. Sing for me. Let the whole camp hear who makes you sing.”

I had no shame left. Only sensation—the heavy weight of his body, the scrape of his tusks against my cheek, the thick slide of his cock stretching me open again and again, the tight coil building once more low in my belly.

My hands roamed his back, learning the flex and power of muscle beneath scarred skin. I wrapped my legs higher around his waist, opening myself wider, taking him deeper.

“Gornath,” I chanted, his name a broken prayer. “Please—don’t stop—”

“Never,” he vowed. His pace sharpened, control fraying. I felt it in the clench of his jaw, in the wild edge creeping into his eyes. “Maeve… I cannot… I will fill you—”

The raw promise in his voice pushed me over. My second orgasm tore through me harder than the first, a deep, wrenching pulse that clamped around him in rhythmic spasms. I screamed, milking him, dragging him with me.

He roared, the sound shaking the tent poles, and drove deep one final time. His cock jerked inside me as he emptied himself in hot, pulsing waves. I felt every throb, every spurt, the wet heat of his release claiming me from the inside. He collapsed over me, great weight pressing me into the furs, face buried in my neck while we both shook through the last tremors.

For long minutes there was only the sound of our ragged breathing and the crackle of the fire beyond the canvas. The world had narrowed to this tent, this bed, this joining.

Slowly he rolled to his side, taking me with him, keeping us locked together. He pulled a fur over my shoulders and stroked my hip and back in long, soothing passes. I lay with my head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow from a war-drum to a steady, powerful rhythm. His spend seeped from me, warm and intimate. I didn’t feel used. I felt claimed. Marked. Sown.

“The bargain is complete,” I murmured against his skin.

His hand stilled. His breathing changed — a small, careful catch. “What?”

“My life for my body. My service for your protection.” I tipped my head up to meet his eyes in the dark. “That was the bargain. It was the only thing I had to give and I gave it, and I don’t regret it. But this…” I pressed my palm flat to his chest, feeling the slow thunder beneath the skin. “This is not service. You are not my protection. You are the thing I would not want to be protected from.” My voice had gone rough at the edges. “You are my heart’s fortress.”

The silence that followed was not empty. It pressed in from every side, charged and still, the way air feels before a storm breaks.

“The bargain was a door,” he said at last, voice low and careful and certain as the beat beneath my hand. “What we walked through together is a kingdom. Our kingdom. And I…” He exhaled slowly, the sound of a man saying something he has never said before and cannot unsay. “I did not know I was waiting for you. I thought I was only waiting for winter to end.”

I pressed my lips to the scar at his collarbone, the oldest one, the one that had nearly unmade him before I existed. He let me.

He shifted then, finally slipping from me, and drew me tightly against his chest. I winced at the pleasant soreness. He noticed at once.

“You are hurt?”

“No,” I said, settling closer, fitting the angles of myself into the angles of him. “Just well-claimed.”

A low rumble of laughter moved through his chest, the realest laugh I had heard from him, unguarded and true. “Good.”

We lay tangled together as the fire beyond the hides burned down to a sullen ember-glow. Its last light leaked through the stretched skins in slow pulses, painting the furs beneath us the color of cooling iron. Outside, the camp had settled into night sounds: low laughter drifting from another fire, the soft clank of a sentry shifting his weight and gear, the distant, mournful howl of a wolf somewhere on the ridge.

“They will expect a ceremony,” he said into the dark. “A binding. To make it official before the clan.”

A small flutter moved through my chest, quick and bright, but not fear. “What does that involve?”

“A vow. Before the fire. A mark.” His mouth brushed the crown of my head, warm and rough. “Nothing you have not already given. But it will be… public.”

I thought of the ring of watching faces, the short nods of acknowledgment, the grizzled warrior raising his scarred fist in salute. “I’m not afraid.”

“I know.” His arm drew tighter around me, the heavy muscle of it locking me against the solid wall of his chest. “Sleep, Maeve. Tomorrow, we build our fortress. Together.”

I closed my eyes and let the heat of him sink into my bones. The scent of his skin—smoke and leather and the sharp, clean edge of the oil he rubbed into his tusks—filled every breath. His heartbeat thudded slow and steady against my back. I felt the rise and fall of his ribs, the way his breath stirred the hair at my temple, the faint, lingering ache between my thighs that reminded me exactly how thoroughly he had claimed me. And claimed me again. And would claim me again when the sun came up, because that was what this was now: a thing without end, layered on itself night after night until it became something structural. Something load-bearing.

He was not speaking of tents or walls.

He meant this. The two of us, and the third that might come—the small fierce thing that might be growing in the dark inside me even now, knitting itself together from blood and fire and the raw, stubborn wanting that had already rewritten everything I thought I knew about myself. A future that belonged to no one else and had been given to no one, only chosen. Only earned. Mine because I had walked into the cold and spoken a bargain with my chin up and my voice shaking, and he had heard not the fear but the spine beneath it.

The human tribute was gone. Not replaced—transformed. In her place lay Maeve, an orc chief’s mate, wrapped in the circle of his arms at the heart of his clan’s fire. Outside, the camp breathed its slow night sounds. Inside, his heartbeat counted the seconds with the calm assurance of something that intends to go on. I listened to it until it was the only sound in the world, and I carried it down with me into sleep like a lantern taken underground: small, unwavering, proof that the dark need not be feared.

I was wanted. I was kept.

I was, at long last, home.
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