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Port Haven had a smell you couldn't ever wash off: salt, rot, the tar of dock ropes, human spillage by the gallon. It settled in your nose and lingered on your tongue, so even ale tasted faintly of dirty brine and old sweat. The tavern nearest the wharves was always packed—sailors, dock whores, the odd merchant captain, all crammed elbow to elbow in the dim glow of cracked lanterns, hoping for a night that might—if they were lucky—end with coin instead of a knife in the ribs.

Lila fit in because she looked like she didn’t belong. Sun-browned and hungry-eyed, with a body that invited ruin and clothing that dared someone—anyone—to try it. Her chestnut hair hung wild, messy from sea wind, always falling into her eyes; her blouse unbuttoned just past the edge of decency, the kind of neckline that showed you the merchandise and dared you to afford it. Some men stared and then looked away, cowards; others tried for casual, their glances lingering a little too long on the dip between her breasts, or the pale triangle of thigh whenever she crossed her legs. The skirt was a mockery—hardly worth the effort, the hemline brushing the barest curve of her arse.

She drank her ale slow, letting it burn the back of her throat, eyes on the entrance and the windows. She was, allegedly, in the market for a job: private sailing, smuggling, maybe a patron who wanted more than just conversation. But really, it was the danger she liked, the nights where you didn’t know if you’d wake up in the captain’s bed or dumped in the harbor with your throat slit. Risk was its own kind of hunger. You learned, over time, to crave it. To crave the kind of men who could break you, or pay so much coin it hardly mattered if they fucked you raw.

That evening the noise in the taproom changed—shifted, as if a storm had crossed the threshold. Not an ordinary storm, either. You could feel it in your bones, the prickle along your scalp, the sudden hush between heartbeats as the crowd sensed something monstrous approaching.

Through the warped tavern window, she saw it: the orc ship, black as a jailer’s dream, sails stitched together from darkness itself, a leering skull painted over the maincloth. It loomed, obscene, dwarfing the fishing smacks and trading cogs on either side. The wharf rats scattered at its shadow. Even the harbor master—drunk permanently on watered grog and his own sense of importance—kept his distance, head down.

Whispers flickered: the orc crew were demons, raiders, pirates, killers. But they were flush with plunder. Gold by the sack. Generous, if you survived.

Lila’s heart spat in her chest—excitement, maybe, or something nearer to terror, though she would have chewed her own tongue off before admitting it. The lure of coin and a story worth the bruises. Orcs, they said, fucked like beasts: no mercy, no holding back. She’d heard it in the whorehouses—girls spilling tales, orc seed flooding out of them for hours after, sore and half-shattered but coming back for more. “I couldn’t walk for three days,” one woman had crowed, laughing. “They stretch you out, you see, they stretch you until you think you’ll break, and then you do, and it’s better. The best.”

She finished her ale in two gulps and stood, legs steady. Around her, the sailors watched with a kind of silent consensus: this was not a night for heroes. Let the orc crew have the whore—better her than you.

The captain entered first, of course. He had to duck through the doorway—had to bend double, in fact, thick green neck hunching the way dock cranes did when lifting whole barrels. His skin had the look of old brass: battered, scored, a mess of healed wounds and pale scars, muscle switching beneath it like the tide. His jaw jutted; tusks crooked sharp and yellow, stained at the tips dark from chewing some infernal weed. One eye was milky, split by a scar that ran from brow to cheek and almost into his mouth, and the other was the dark of deeper water—no bottom, no pity.

His crew slouched in after him, a tangle of bulk and iron. But even they gave way to the captain, Kargath, the monster at their center.

He laughed, right away. The noise vibrated the bottles behind the bar. “WHICH OF YOU PISS-DRINKERS SELLS CUNT WORTH THE COIN?” he roared, smacking his palm on the wood. “LOOKING FOR SOMETHING TIGHT. SOMETHING HUMAN.” The word rolled out of him like it meant nothing—human, less than meat, a snack for monsters.
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