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Chapter 1

The rising sun had long gone from warm to hot. The body on the tree hung limp against the trunk, suspended only by the iron spikes driven through her palms and the angle of the splintered bark against her back. The hot and gritty wind offered no reprieve from the heat, only the sting of pelting sand that rubbed her flesh raw.

She cracked her eyes open enough to admit the brilliant light through the black strands of hair that hung over her face. In front of her less than thirty paces lie the sun bleached crossroads that teased rescue might come from across the desert. A scorpion flicked its claw in the shadowy crack of rock, hinting that perhaps it might approach her when the sun set and make a feast of her flesh.

She shut her eyes as the sun climbed higher in the sky. The massive tree was long dead, but the spikes that held past victims marred its stripped trunk. Holes from insects, the birds that hunted them, and the rare rodent seeking refuge dotted the tree without weakening it. Hers was but another life sent to waste away its final hours.

Her chin settled deeper onto her chest and her breath rattled as the heat and exhaustion overwhelmed her.

* * * *

Wind tore at the sails and sent the girl scrambling to grab onto the handle to the door. She yanked it open and stumbled through it to the bridge. Her mother turned away from the window and looked at her.

"Grishna! What are you doing, you should be in your quarters!"

"The whole ship is shaking," Grishna protested. "Why is it shaking?"

"This planet has a lot of wind," her mother said. "Your father thinks this is why no voidships trade with this world. He will be the first to bring trade to it. He will bring honor and wealth to his clan, adding the final proof that Zorrik the Merciful should be named Chief of all the orc clans that sail the void."

Grishna studied her father as he sat in the ship's magical helm and controlled the vessel's descent. His jaw was clenched and his lips drawn tight over the bumps of his enlarged canines. His eyes were open but he saw with the magic of the ship instead of his own eyes.

She wanted to know why that mattered, but she knew better. She was a half-breed and a girl, which placed her as low in her people's culture as a person could be without being banished or killed. Her mother was human, a slave that Zorrik had accepted as payment many years ago, earning him the title Zorrik the Merciful.

Somehow Talia, her mother, had won his favor and he mated her, earning a tiny measure of respect for her among the orcs of his clan. Grishna was born and, now that her father was chief of their clan and captain of his ship, she was treated better than her gender and half-breed status allowed. Nonetheless, there were questions she dare not ask. Questions she should know because she'd been told such things were in her blood.

A cry from the deck outside drew her attention. Others took it up, their shouts wavering with the winds that buffeted her father's ship.

A chill swept over Grishna. "Something's wrong!"

Talia's eyes shown bright in the poorly lit bridge. "Nonsense, they are strong orc men, they wouldn't be afraid."

Grishna stared at the door that led to the deck. Her mother was lying, she could hear the fear in their cries too.

"Stay here," Talia snapped.

Talia reached the door before Zorrik's gruff voice barked out orders. The magic of the ship enhanced it so it carried to all parts of the vessel. "To arms! Defend the ship!"

Grishna gasped and let out a whimper. She rushed to her mother's side and slipped behind her, a place of comfort she'd taken from the many times when her mother had stood against the stronger men and women of the clan that would mock and torment her. This time Talia's hand fell on Grishna's back, lending a small measure of comfort.

"What is it?" Talia asked her mate.

A roar split the skies and made Talia and Grishna cringe. Grishna's arms wrapped around Talia's waist, holding her close. The chill in her spine turned colder and made her feel like she was a statue carved out of ice.

"This world has dragons," Zorrik answered, letting them figure out the rest.

Grishna whimpered and clung tighter to her mother.

Talia took several seconds before she looked down at her daughter and saw the tears on her cheeks. She moved her hand to wipe them away and glanced up at Zorrik in his chair. He was snarling while he lent his will to the ship to aid the men in the rigging battling the wind and trying to bring it into position against the new threat.

Talia saw his resolve and strength and turned her eyes back to her daughter. She slapped the girl instead of comforting her. Grishna broke free of her paralysis with a gasp. "You have the strength of generation of warriors in your blood," Talia scolded the girl. "You will stand tall and respect your clan!"

Grishna stumbled back and stared up at her mother. Her eyes glistened with tears that she struggled to keep from falling.

A second roar sounded, this one louder and far closer. The ship tilted to starboard and was accompanied by the sound of tearing fabric, snapping ropes, and breaking wood. Grishna and Talia were thrown from the feet and ended up crashing into each other before they hit a table that was sliding towards the wall.

The ship listed back to port and then kept turning. Zorrik growled from where he clutched the arms of his chair. His fangs were bared and veins bulged on his head, neck, and arms. His ship began to right itself but it spiraled down in a widening arc.

Talia pulled at Grishna, tugging her out from under the broken table and pulling her to her feet. She knelt down and used her hands to help look her over, feeling for injuries hidden by her clothes. "Are you hurt?"

Grishna thought of the pain in her arm, shoulder, head, and leg. She shook her head and bared her tiny fangs. She'd been hurt worse than this.

"Stay close to me, little one," Talia said in a voice softened with concern.

Grishna did a double take as she looked on her mother. Talia hadn't spoken to her with such care in years. Not since she'd passed beyond being a babe and was considered a youth. That was when she was supposed to learn of her clan and her culture. To grow and toughen as she learned a trade so she could be ready for her life as an adult.

With a dragon attacking the ship, she feared that that life would never be hers.

The wind howled louder than ever as Zorrik fought to keep the ship in the air. Men on the deck shouted and cried out as they fired bows, pistols, and even threw spears and knives. The dragon roared and flapped its wings, buffeting the ship and listing it to port so hard Talia and Grishna were thrown into another wall. 

The dragon's tail slammed into the ship, sundering wooden planks and breaching the wall of the bridge. The windows on the front of it that overlooked the main deck shattered. Air swept in from the broken hull and the gaping windows, creating a maelstrom of wooden splinters, maps, and shards of glass.

Zorrik clung to the arms of the helm chair even though he'd slid out of it. He pulled himself back into it and brought the ship's bow down until it was level again. Blood ran from his face, arms, and darkened his tunic and pants.

"Go," he roared to his mate and daughter. He risked releasing his grip on the helm and pointed at the hole in the wall of the bridge.

Grishna turned and stared at the hole. She shook her head and clutched her mother's arm. She couldn't go out there, not with the dragon there!

"Jump," he ordered. "This battle is lost."

Talia dragged herself across the bridge and put her hand on his arm. She ignored the blood that slickened his skin. "You must come. We can start again. Find a new ship. We—"

"I've listened to your nonsense for years, woman!" he snapped. "I'll have my final moments in peace. You and Grishna must flee. If you would see any part of me survive this day, then keep my blood alive. Live on for me and do great things."

Talia gasped and then bent forward to hug him. He scowled and tried to pull back from her, but she trapped him in his seat until he stopped struggling.

She stared into his eyes. "I owe you my life, Zorrik," she said. "Your people and mine are different, but I have come to know them and accept them. And you, you have always accepted me, just as I have learned to love you."

He opened his mouth but she put a bloody finger to his lips. "Be silent, your mate is speaking. I know you will not speak of such things as love. I am a part of your clan, but I was still born a human. We are filled with emotions and in this moment I will embrace them. I will carry you in my heart until my last breath."

His chest rose and fell. He nodded but did not speak.

Grishna sank to her knees and put her hand on his leg. She pressed her cheek against his thigh and looked up at him. Raising babies was a woman's work, but since she'd become a youth Zorrik had begun to talk to her more and interact with her. He taught her the trades of the ship and how to fight, but she seemed to be never strong enough or fast enough for him. As he stared down and met her eyes she bared her small tusks and said, "I will make you proud."

He let out a chuckle and turned to Talia. "Keep her safe."

"On my life."

"Go," he demanded again. "Death comes for me on wings and fire."

Talia pulled Grishna away from her father's leg. She reached for him but her mother dragged her across the floor until she got her feet under her. Too soon the wind sucked at them as they stood in the breach in the hull. The ship was sailing low now, too low. A wide river was rushing under them. A roar thundered over them and the ship shuddered as the dragon struck it from the top and ripped the main mast and a section of decking away in his mighty talons.

Grishna opened her mouth to scream but Talia grabbed her and leapt off the ship.

* * * *

Grishna woke with a gasp. Her back bounced against the trunk of the tree, pricking her dozens of times against the jagged edges of wood and pulling at the iron spikes through her palms. The greatest pain didn't come from her body though, it came from the feeling of splashing into the water faster than a mortal body was meant to travel.

Yet it wasn't a dream, it was a memory. A memory more vivid than any nightmare she'd had as a youth growing up with her mother. The last pieces were still fresh in her mind. Seeing her father's ship hit the river before a bend and bounced off the surface before it slammed into the ground. Wood, rope, and the bodies of her clan brothers and sisters flew from the impact of the ship as it slid along the hard packed ground and came to rest with a final crunch against a small cliff face.

Talia pulled Grishna to the shore and they took refuge among some rocks while they watched. Against all possibility, her father had emerged from the wreckage. He climbed atop the broken vessel and brandished his double bladed axe above his head. The dragon saw him and swooped down from the sky. Grishna remembered the dragon's crimson belly and darker, almost brown, sides. Black curving spikes rose along the dragon's spine.

The dragon landed, shaking the ground as it settled. Zorrik ran forward and leapt from the uneven deck, lashing out and sinking his axe blade into the dragon's chest. He fell free, falling back amongst the wreckage while his axe remained stuck between the dragon's scales.

The dragon roared down at him and then the roar turned into a blinding light that sucked the air from the sky and sent back a blast of heat that washed over them and dried her clothes where they were exposed. The dragon's breath consumed the ship and her father, blackening what it could not turn to ash.

When the dragon ran out of fire to spew it sat and stared down at the wreckage. The ship was fully in flames and the dragon seemed content to bask in the intense heat coming from the funeral pyre. Seconds that seemed to take an eternity passed before it snorted and spread its leathery wings. Each rib of bone in the wings was tipped with another spike, similar to its spine. The dragon leapt into the air and beats it wings twice to gain altitude. It turned and flew away, leaving behind the smoldering ruin of the ship. The buffeting air from its wings had blown much of the flames out, yet enough remained to discourage coming too close.

The memory of the life changing scene faded as fast as it had come. Adrenaline made Grishna's entire body tingle and her chest heave for want of air as she hanged pinned to the trunk of the tree.

The rapid pace of her heart slowed and she stopped panting for air. In seconds the fatigue of her injuries and exposure caught up to her. She fought against it, railing at how she could feel so alive one moment and ready for death the next. She struggled to shake her head, fighting the inevitable, but she only managed to roll her head to the side.

She blinked against the sun and noted the shadows from the rocks. Some time had passed. A couple of hours, perhaps more. She shifted her chin, allowing her to lift her eyes up the tree to the naked branches. She dared to open her eyes wide enough to be sure of what she was seeing. Sprigs of green marked the tips of the skeletal branches.

A wave of nausea swept over her. Her stomach rippled, her muscles visible behind her tanned and blistered skin as they contracted and twisted. Grishna clenched her teeth with the last of her strength and fought down the bile that surged up her throat. When the feeling passed she slumped against the tree, driving the splinters in her back in deeper. Her eyelids drooped and closed as she succumbed to exhaustion again.


Chapter 2

"Drink well, my friends," The massive northerner toasted as he lifted his mug high in the air. "For this is the last tavern for many leagues."

Carson was quick to raise his mug and return the salute. A golden haired man that wore the finest shirt in the room lifted his cup of ale and glanced to the final member of the foursome. Her blond hair lacked the sun kissed look of Celos's thanks to the dirt of the trail that had stolen its luster, but made up for it in length and volume. She was dressed in fine cut pants and a tunic that drew many glances for wearing a man's garb. Aleena lifted her cup and smiled at her fellow paladin of Leander before she drank the warm ale.

Garrick slammed his empty tankard down on the table. "Bah! These southerners call this stale piss ale?"

Carson leaned over and looked at the man's empty stein. "You had to drink it all to figure that out?"

"Had to be sure," Garrick confirmed.

"It's not that bad," Aleena said as she sampled hers. "Different than what we're accustomed to, but Kingdom ale isn't as harsh as your northern brew either. Or the dwarven ales. By the Saints, those nearly put hair on my chest!"

"I'd like to see that," Garrick offered.

Celos glared at him while Aleena laughed and shook her head. "It will do you good to have some mystery in your life."

Garrick sighed and turned to wave his empty mug at one of the barmaids.

"You want more piss?" Celos asked.

"You know, you could try strraining it through a loin cloth if you want it to taste more like what your used to," Carson suggested.

Garrick joined his companions laughter after putting up a show of being angry. The barmaid came to his rescue with a fresh ale for him. Garrick reached for her bottom as she turned away, only to have his hand stopped as Aleena grabbed his wrist.

"You may hail from a rugged land, but you're a man, not a beast. Show her some respect."

Garrick stared into the paladin's fiery eyes and realized a moment of fun wasn't worth the strife between them. "How else is she to know I'm willing to grant her wish and let her join me in my room later?"

Carson snorted into his ale and Celos rolled his eyes.

"Try words," Aleena said. "Ask her. Though I pray Leander offers his protection should she truly desire your company."

Garrick grinned. "I've never had a complaint."

"Only because you left them bound and gagged!" Carson quipped.

The paladins winced and then laughed, knowing it wasn't true. Garrick scowled and drank his ale.

"Will it truly take us a week of riding to cross these broken lands?" Aleena asked after the dark joke passed. "I see  no sign of Namitus."

Carson leaned forward to share his expertise as their pathfinder. "His wizard told our wizard that he'd meet us in the village of Ditch. Without him it might take longer. We crossed the mountains in the north so we could scout the entirety of the Splisskin army from their rear to the front. If the reports Namitus sent are true, the mountains and hills are where they're staging, but finding a way into the mountains that isn't guarded will be the challenging part."

"I have trouble believing it," Celos opined. "The reports we've heard only show of some squabbles by the Splisskin, nothing out of the ordinary."

"What of Shathas?" Carson challenged.

"Armed conflict that dislodged a tribe of Splisskin from their home," Celos argued. "It's easy to see why they'd act up about that."

"Hold on,  Celos. By all accounts they were retaking a homeland stolen by Splisskin," Aleena pointed out.

"You can ask the man yourself," Carson said while staring at three people that had entered the tavern.

Garrick was the first to stand as the weary looking travelers made their way to their table. The man in front, short compared to the four companions, drew back his cowl and smiled at them. "Never thought I'd be so happy to be in the company of a barbarian!"

Garrick laughed and started to reach for Namitus. Aleena grabbed him first and drew him into a hug that left him red and sputtering after having his face pressed against the fabric of her blouse and the firm swell beneath it. When Aleena let him go she caught the simmering glare in the eyes of the woman behind the rogue.

"These are your friends?" the young woman behind him asked in a voice tinted with frost.

Namitus clasped hands with Carson, Garrick, and Celos as he said, "The best men— and woman— to have as friends. The tall and smelly one is Garrick. Carson wears the leathers. Old friends that I've had the pleasure of spending far too much time with."

"I've heard many tales of you both," the woman said. "Or at least how Namitus had to save you time and again with his wit and daring."

Namitus flushed as the other laughed and shook their heads.

"Well, poetic license and all," Namitus stammered. "Anyhow, this is Amra, a most capable young lady I've accepted as my charge to deliver to Alto in the north. She'd make an excellent seamstress or perhaps a lady in waiting, if she so chose."

Amra blushed and let her posture relax. "Namitus speaks too kindly of me. My father is the master of his craft, though we both pale in comparison to Namitus's grand—"

Namitus waved his hand, stopping her in mid word. "Nonsense, you've talent to spare. Now then, this finely dressed couple is none other than Sir Celos Lyonsbane, paladin of Saint Leander and Dame Aleena, also a paladin of Saint Leander."

"Dame Aleena Lyonsbane," Celos corrected.

Namitus stiffened. "Saints, have I been gone that long?"

Aleena blushed. "We were wed in Everlin at the temple of Leander. It was our desire to use the event to strengthen our church."

Namitus grinned and clapped the holy knight on his arm. "Well done! A feistier woman I've never known, she'll keep you on your toes."

Celos chuckled. "That she does!"

Aleena smiled and turned a loving gaze on her husband.

"Was Karthor involved?" Namitus asked.

"Of course," she responded. "He officiated."

"Karthor, that's another of your friends?" Amra asked.

"Namitus has saved his life a dozen times too," Carson suggested, earning a fresh round of laughter at the rogue's expense. When they finished he added, "That's not all that's happened in your absence... There will soon be a prince or princess underfoot."

Namitus's eyes grew as wide as his mouth. "Patrina's with child?"

"When we left she was bitching her armor would struggle to fit her belly," Garrick chuckled.

"Her armor doesn't really cover her belly," Namitus said. He turned to Amra and the man behind her to explain, "She wears magical mail that distracts her foes and makes her like a court dancer in Mira, yet draws anything that would strike her to the protected areas. It's quite remarkable, even if it is nearly indecent."

"I had not heard," Aleena said. All eyes went to her, including Celos. She smiled and raised her cup. "Let us drink to her health and the new life they bring."

The tension that had begun to form evaporated just as quickly. Celos caught the curious shift of Amra's eyes and held his hands up ere she could ask a question that might sour the mood with its answer. "Enough about my skill in battle, I'm not done introducing my new friends," he said and turned to gesture to the older man with grey eyes that looked like they could out hunt a hawk. "This is Gildor, a guide that knows the lands south and west of Shazamir better than any man alive."

Carson sized the man up from head to toe and grasped his forearm. "Well met, Gildor, I'm woodsman myself, but I find myself anxious to learn more of the lore of these sandy wastes."

Gildor took in the man's easy smile and returned his own. "I'd be happy to share what I know."

"Great," Aleena said. "Then let's start with telling us what's going on. The reports passed to us seem far-fetched."

Namitus's smile faded. He glanced around before saying, "Not here."

Celos snorted. "There's no splisskin here. I've never met a man that would run to their aid either."

Namitus slipped his fingers into his pouch. He placed a coin on the table before moving his hand to partially shield it, yet let them see it well enough to view the dragon head on its face. "There's more to it than you think."

Aleena and Celos stiffened at the sight. 

Garrick frowned and then looked around at the others. "I've never seen a coin like that before, is it from a southern realm?"

"It's made of brass," Namitus explained. "And it's no coin you could buy anything but trouble with."

"Look at it," Carson urged him. "Don't you recall similar engravings from our time in Mira at a certain young lady's residence that you took a fondness too?"

Garrick's brow creased and he turned to the ranger. "Caitlin?"

"Lady Caitlin," Aleena corrected. "Until recently a not-so-secret emissary?"

Garrick scowled. "We've scattered them time and again, you really think some of those dragon-lovers are skulking about this place?"

Everyone at the table winced.

"Saints alive, do you want to paint us in blood and drop us in the sea amidst a school of sharks while you're at it?" Carson hissed.

Garrick scoffed. "We've done fine against them every time."

"Fine?" Aleena challenged. "I've had enough of my own dealings with them to know there is nothing fine about them."

"Hold on a moment," Namitus said. "What's this about Cait— Lady Caitlin?"

Carson grinned as he turned to look at Garrick.

Garrick's scowl deepened. "Nothing much, she's finally come to her sense is all."

"Bah, there's more to it than that," Carson crowed. "She's renounced the Order once and for all."

"She's said as much before," Namitus pointed out. "After what she went through at their hands, you'd think there'd be no way she'd go back, but she did."

"What she went through? What about you?" Aleena asked. "I heard the tales."

Namitus waved it off but couldn't stop the shudder that ran down his spine. Amra moved up behind him. "What's this?"

"Nothing," he lied.

"It doesn't look or sound like nothing."

Garrick eyed the two of them as a smile twisted his lips up. Eager to not miss a chance he said, "A true story, for once, about the torture he endured to keep Caitlin safe. Make him tell you about it when you're alone with him."

"Who is this woman?" Amra asked.

"Lady Caitlin is Alto's— King Alto's— sister. She is Princess of his realm in the north by relation and also a Lady of the court of Shazamir by marriage," Namitus explained.

"Lady Caitlin Badawi!" Amra gasped. "I know of her."

"Yes, you would," Namitus agreed. To the others he explained, "Amra lived in Mira."

There were nods and murmurs of understand all around. Carson took up the tale Garrick had tried to avoid. "Caitlin met a woman in the north. She doesn't recall much of it, save that she believes she may have been a Saint or at least some form of angelic being. This women showed her the truth of the lies that she had lived. Purged her of the evil she had mistakenly come to believe in. She has renounced the Order and struggles to do good and fight against them, whether it be in the north or with her estates in Shazamir."

"An angelic being?" Namitus mused. "Well, whoever it was, I owe her my thanks."

"Namitus... who is Lady Caitlin... to you, I mean?"

Namitus turned to Amra and smiled. "She is the sister of my brother by oath and deed, if not by blood."

"King Alto?"

Namitus nodded.

Amra let a flicker of a smile graced her lips.

"Come," Celos said. "Let us retire to one of our rooms. We have much to discuss, I think, and in spite of our boastful friend, I think the fewer ears that hear it the better."


Chapter 3

"This won't take long, I promise," Talia promised.

"It will be too long," Grishna argued. "A minute is too long for what they do to you."

Talia's eyes widened. "They need me to help serve at Master Odell's feast. We need the money. You need new clothes and books to continue your studies."

Grishna hid her scowl. She didn't need to study, she needed to do things. Hiding in their tiny room while her mother was forced to serve the wealthy was not what her father wanted for them. Even more so that she had heard of the kind of service required of Talia had little to do with filling wine cups or carrying platters.

"No money is worth what they do to you. Zorrik would never let his mate do such things."

Talia spun and slapped Grishna hard enough to snap the girl's face to the side and force her to take a step. Talia snarled, her simple beauty tempered by the fierceness in her eyes. "Don't speak of things you do not understand."

Grishna recovered and stood as tall as she could. She had to look up into her mother's eyes, but she realized the difference in height was nearly gone now. "I'm not stupid! I know what they do to you. I know how they use you. I hear the others talking. I know what it means to lie with a man."

Talia gasped. "Who touched you?" she demanded.

Grishna snorted. "None of the men here would dare touch me."

"They don't fear you, Grishna. They have no idea who we are— who we were. There are no orcs on this world. They do not know of our clan's honor and strength. We must live and be strong enough to endure anything, that you will one day show the void that Clan Marazuk is strong enough to survive even this!"

"How does spreading your legs to any man that offers you coin show strength?" Grishna challenged.

Talia's head jerked back as though she'd been slapped. She inhaled deeply and then nodded. "Very well, I will tell you."

"You are weak," Grishna accused.

"No, I am strong. Stronger than you think. Stronger than the fools that think they use me," she insisted. "I use them."

Grishna snorted.

"My life was not like yours. I was born a slave and never knew my mother. There is no telling who my father was, he could have been another slave, the man who owned my mother, or anyone that considered themselves her better. I do not know. I was taken from my mother when I was a babe, too young remember her touch or her smell. I can't even see her in my deepest memories anymore."

Grishna's chest tightened at hearing her mother's story. She clenched her teeth and ignored it, refusing to let her anger slip away. She glared at Talia, allowing her to continue.

A gentle rapping on the door to their room interrupted the tense moment. "Talia, it's time. Come," a woman called.

Talia turned and went to the door. She felt the scowl Grishna burned into her back as she cracked it open. "Go, ahead, I'm not well. Offer my place to Candace."

The woman on the other side of the door hesitated. "Master Horace won't like that. You were requested."

"Would he like me making a mess in his lap that will leave him stinking and his clothes ruined?" Talia snapped.  "Now be off, before I have another spell that sends me to the privy."

The woman delayed a moment and then nodded and shut the door.

Talia turned back and saw the surprised look on her daughter's face. Grishna replaced it with her ready scowl but Talia felt the lines in her face weren't as deep and disapproving as they had been a moment before.

"As I said, I was a slave with no one to raise me but the whips, cudgels, and slapping hands of whoever owned me. I had to learn fast how to survive. Having no mother meant having no one to stop me from wanting more.

"But I was a slave and my owners gave me no opportunity to escape, so I had to find my own way out. I caught the eye of Zorrik by accident. I was terrified when he demanded me as payment and my owner had no wish to part with me. In a way I earned my worth that day. I was considered a competent and loyal servant, but I was still young. I found out the truth was that my Master was waiting for me to get a little older before he either sold me as an investment, or took me to his bed."

Grishna scowled and would have spat on the floor if not for her mother's scolding when she'd done it in the past. It was the orc way to scold with more than words and her mother was not an orc by blood, but she was in spirit.

"Zorrik bartered well and won, and I became his servant that day. It took him some time, years in which I filled out and grew into a woman, before he took me as a mate. You came soon after and Zorrik, at my urging, declared you were his by blood and not a slave."

"You were his mate," Grishna said.

"In word and deed, but still a slave," Talia said. "The chains I wear cannot be seen, but they are still there."

"You're free now."

Talia chuckled. "Am I? Will I ever be? Daughter, being a slave is all I've ever known. With Zorrik I could put it aside and pretend I wasn't his property. He valued my insight and strength as much as my body. He would never admit it, but I believe his successes on his way to becoming the War Chief was because of my influence."

"The Clan Loremaster said Orcs have not fought in a war in many generations. Hundreds of years."

"Trade is war, only of a different sort," Talia explained. "Strength is needed, and sometimes only the threat, and action, of a battle with swords or fists can resolve it. Bartering and negotiations require tactics and skill. Most of all, without the real threat of force behind you, there can be no trade, only victory and taking what is theirs and making it yours."

Grishna tilted her head and ran her tongue over her tusks as she considered her mother's words.

"I have never spoken of this because it doesn't matter. To you, I mean. It is what made me who I am, but that is me and not you. You will make yourself who you wish to be. It is my duty as your mother to help you be the best that you can. I owe it to you, and I owe it to your father."

"So you think you can be a whore because it doesn't matter, as long as you raise me to not be one?"

Talia winced. "No! I... well... perhaps there is some truth to what you say. That's not how I have seen it though."

"How could you see it as anything else?"

Talia's shoulders sagged and she moved to sit on the edge of her bed across from where her daughter stood with her arms at her sides with her elbows bent and fingers ready to curl into fists. "I see it as me using them. Men have always prized my body. They have admired me and made it clear that I belong to them. I grew accustomed to it and learned to use it to my favor. Were your father still alive I would be at his side and true to him. In my heart, I still am. For they may take my body, but I am the one that takes their mind. In my mind I laugh at them, Grishna. I laugh as they pant and gasp and rut away on top of me. I know they are weak and simple men. They are no match, in word or deed, for your father."

"They don't think it that way," Grishna pointed out. "I've heard some talking. They say terrible things about you."

Talia shrugged. "Let them. I know the truth. We know the truth."

"You don't act like someone who has the upper hand. Here, talking to me, is one thing. But when they call for you, that is another."

"Is it?" Talia asked. "Why am I here now, with you, and not doing their bidding? The only concern I have is that they might prefer Candace over me, but I find that unlikely."

"Unlikely? Why?"

"Because I have been with your father. After him, I can endure anything."

The ridges of Grishna's brow furrowed deeper. "I don't understand."

Talia smiled. "Orcs are not gentle lovers, Talia. They prize strength and size, and your father had much of both."

Grishna's eyes widened. "I'm not sure I should be hearing this."

Talia laughed. "Be careful, you've spent too much time around this squeamish human culture. Mating is the way of life. It is not shameful or a thing to be hidden away, at least when it is done for the right reasons."

"Are you making excuses for what you do?"

Talia smiled. "No. What I have done was for pleasure— their pleasure, not mine. It is demeaning and shameful. It should be hidden, or better yet, not done at all."

"You've been doing this for a while, how is it you haven't been with child?"

"I wondered that too," Talia admitted. "I spoke with a healer and she confirmed what I thought. I am a human, in body if not in spirit, and human woman is not meant to bear the ordeal of an orc child."

Grishna's eyes widened.

Talia nodded. "You will be my only child, Grishna."

Grishna dropped her eyes to her mother's belly and then looked back up at her. Her cheeks flushed as she thought of the things she'd said to the woman who had sacrificed so much for her. "I... I will make you proud."

Talia stood and reached out to cup her daughter's cheek in her hand. That was as close to an apology as she would ever get from an orc. "You do. Every day you make me proud. Even this, when you would question me, proves you are a stronger and smarter woman than I dared to dream. You will do great things, Grishna. Great things. You are truly your father's daughter."

"I am also my mother's daughter," Grishna vowed. "Zorrik showed me strength and cunning, but you have shown me the heart can be as strong as any steel."

Talia pulled her daughter's head to her and they bumped foreheads in the orcish way. Talia felt the subtle ridges of her daughter's brow and closed her eyes to take in the moment.

Their intimacy was shattered a moment later when the door swung open and cracked against the wall loud enough to make them both jump.

Horace stood in the doorway, glowering at Talia. He swept his eyes to where Grishna had fallen back onto her bed and sneered at her. He turned back to Talia and pointed at her. "You! You're not sick."

Talia glanced at Grishna before she gathered herself and stood tall to face him. "You're right, I'm not."

"Then you'll do what I tell you," he roared. "My customers have needs!"

"As do I," Talia said. "And their needs no longer match mine."

"You're a whore! What I can't figure is whether you do it for pleasure or coin," he said 

"I'm not a whore, I'm a slave," Talia spat at him. "But not your slave. No, my owner is ten times the man you could ever hope to be."

Horace seemed taken aback by her defiance. He turned and saw Grishna again. A feral smile twisted his face as he stared at the half orc. "To bed someone that could give you a creature like that, it must have been a lot of gold. Unless you're sickness is in your head, not your belly."

Grishna bared her teeth, showing him her tusks as she gathered her arms and legs under her.

Talia caught Horace from the side with a closed fist to his cheek. He staggered back and cried out, stunned by the assault.  You will never speak of my daughter again!" Talia shrieked. "She is royalty compared to you!"

Horace overcame his shock and backhanded Talia across the jaw. She spun around and tripped on her bed, falling on it and exposing her back to him. He crashed on her and grabbed her by hair, yanking her up and then throwing her so that she glanced off the wall beside her bed. 

Talia collapsed face down on the bed. Horace lifted his leg and set his knee on her lower back, pinning her down while he drew the dagger from his waist.

"Damn shame it had to be like this," he said. "Haven't had anyone ask for a whore as much as they do you in a long time, but I can't let the others think they can talk back like this."

Grishna didn't leap across from her bed to Talia's until Horace's knife rose and fell once. She slammed into his back and carried him off her mother and into the wall with her weight. Horace struggled but was unprepared for the girl that fought like a wild boar on top of him. Her fists pummeled his face, arms, throat, and chest and her fingernails scraped bloody furrows in his skin. He tried to throw her off but she clung to him with her legs, riding him with the grace born of a sailor accustomed to a bucking deck.

Grishna's hand found the hilt of the dagger in her mother's back. She pulled it free without thought and slashed across, parting flesh and sinew on Horace's arms. He howled and bucked harder, trying to get free. Grishna reversed her grip and plunged the blade down. It grated off bone as it sunk into his chest. She stabbed him again and again until the wall, the bed, and her arms were covered in red.

"By the Saints!"

Grishna twisted and looked at the open doorway. Three women stood in it with more approaching behind them. Their faces were white with horror at the sight in the room. Grishna looked down at Horace and saw a shredded mess of meat that had once been a human. No, not a man, a two legged animal.

She hopped off of him and pulled him off her mother. He fell to the floor with a wet thud. Grishna ignored him and pulled her mother's arm, rolling her over on the bloody bed. Talia stared up at her for a moment and then her head rolled over to the side, taking her eyes with it. She stared at the wall, but saw nothing.

Grishna stared at her mother as the awful truth sunk in. She felt the pressure build in her chest until it burst. She howled, screaming out the rage and pain and frustration until her throat was raw. She bowed her head and bumped her forehead to Talia's. Grishna's tears fell on her mother's cheeks and rolled off.

A hand touched her back. Grishna reacted without thought and spun, slashing with the dagger through the air. The hand that touched her jerked back, barely avoiding the bloody edge of the blade. The serving girl that had brushed Grishna's back clutched her hand to her chest as though she had to touch it to believe it was still attached.

"Grishna, right?"

Grishna snarled at them and put herself between them and her mother's body.

"Grishna, this isn't right. You need to put the knife down. Hurry, before someone comes!" another woman said.

Grishna hesitated and then looked back at her mother.

"You'll hang for this," a third woman said. "Horace was a pig, but he was well liked for what he provided."

"Amalia, stop that!" someone reproached the third woman.

The first woman, the one that still clutched her hand to her bosom, said, "Grishna, please. Your mother wouldn't want this."

Grishna stiffened. She glanced back at her mother's body and said, "You are wrong. I am my mother's daughter."

The women gasped and then rushed to get out of the way as Grishna led with her dagger and pushed her way between them and out the door.

* * * *

Grishna's cheeks stung. She tried to blink her eyes open and struggled to break her eyelids free. Her tears and the desert grit had nearly glued them shut. When she managed to open them the afternoon sun slipping between her greying hair blinded her until her eyes adapted to it.

Each breath felt like she'd inhaled the spines of a cactus. She tried to cough but all she managed was a hiccup. The movement, meager as it was, reminded her of the ache in her shoulders. She couldn't feel her hands or the spikes driven through them anymore.

Grishna cast her eyes down to the ground and searched for a sign of change. The wind had blown the sand and tumbled weeds, but there was nothing more to it. The muscles in her neck burned in protest as she lifted her head and looked up at the branches of the tree. The green shoots had grown into fledgling leaves. The color of the branches and trunk had darkened, while her hair continued to bleach and grow frail.

She understood now, in some impossible way the tree was feeding off of her. As she grew weaker it grew stronger. Her back was numb now, but she knew the splinters of the tree had sunk into her. She bled onto it, a little at a time. It had been days she'd been impaled on the tree now. How many she wasn't sure, but the sun had risen and fallen at least twice.

How much longer could she hang on? Not to the tree, but to life. Each time she woke she struggled to pull her hands free. Each time she collapsed, exhausted and aching. Now her body was giving up before she could even muster the strength to try. Each breath was an effort in itself. It would be easy to just give in. To let the tree drain her and be done with it. To sleep again without the dreams. Without the memories of her failed life.

"No," she breathed through lips flayed raw by the wind and sun. "I am my mother's daughter."

Grishna squeezed her eyes shut and found the heart of steel within her that she'd learned that terrible day when she finally understood, and lost, Talia. She squeezed her shoulder blades together and tried to pull her arms down, forcing her body to slid up the tree. The barbed splinters pulled at her flesh and tore free, leaving ribbons of flesh hanging. She made it a few inches before her body trembled and collapsed.

The splinters poked into her anew, but not as deeply. She fought to use her momentum and pull herself up again. Her body refused, hanging limp against the tree. She shivered in the heat, each muscle contracting and releasing until they cramped and left her desperate for release. 

When release came it wasn't the peace of death a part of her craved, but the darkness of her memories turned to nightmares.


Chapter 4

Carson spurred his tired horse up beside Gildor. "I'm amazed at the differences between this desert and that of Shazamir. Shazamir is filled with league upon league of sand, while this is more like a broken land as bare as a deer carcass picked clean by scavengers. Yet the wind is constant and blows grit without end."

"I've been to Rothbar, to the southwest of here along the desert's edge, but never any further west. I have heard there is a great lake there and the winds have blown for as long as man has been here. The sands have been blown away over time or hardened into the dirt and rock of this desert. Rumor has it entire cities lie buried under it," Gildor said. "Legend tells it was a kingdom that dared to defy the saints, and in their fury they sent the winds and sand to strike them from the world."

Carson smirked. "I doubt that. I can't imagine they could do such a thing, and if they could, why would they feel threatened?"

"Do not doubt the power of the saints," Celos warned from ahead of them.

"Especially against those that might scorn them," Aleena added.

Caron held up his hands. "I meant no offense to the saints, I was just trying to understand why such a thing could happen."

"It is a fool's errand to try and guess the mind of a saint," Celos warned. "They have given us the teachings of what is expected of us, that should be enough for any man."

"Or woman," Aleena added.

"Of course," Celos hurried to agree.

Carson bit back his chuckle at their interaction. "Well, I hope we'll not need to do any tracking here, the heat, wind, and rocks make it near impossible."

"That they do," Gildor agreed. "But there are signs, if you look hard enough. Granted, they might be few and far between."

"The hell with the wind and rocks," Garrick grumbled from atop his steed behind Carson. "Let's just get out of this blasted wasteland."

"What's got you so fired up?" Namitus called ahead to him.

"He's still upset we didn't let him go find that barmaid last night," Namitus suggested.

"You should have seen the way she was looking at me!" Garrick protested.

"I did. It was fear," Aleena taunted.

"A little fear is a good thing," he muttered back.

"If I were you," Carson said, "I'd be afraid of what the princess would think if she found out."

Garrick snorted.

Namitus grinned. "What's this? I thought the thing between you and Caitlin was over ere it began?"

"There is no thing!" Garrick growled.

"And what of her favor that you have tucked in your pack?" Aleena asked.

"What? I don't— I have no—"

"My apologies," Aleena said. "I didn't think you would pack a pink and yellow lace scarf."

"Pink and..."

"Those are the colors she's been favoring lately," Carson commented.

"A show of brotherly support, perhaps?" Namitus suggested.

Garrick twisted in his saddle and earned an angry whinny from his horse. He fumbled with his saddle bags and rooted around in them until he pulled the offending article free. He held it up and stared at it, clearly perplexed. He brought it closer to his face and sniffed it, then a flicker of a smile lifted his lips.

"It doesn't exactly go with your outfit," Namitus pointed out.

Garrick snarled at him and shoved the scarf back in his saddlebag. "This is the first I've seen it."

"The bar maid?" Carson probed.

"She doesn't smell this good," Garrick admitted.

Carson, Namitus, and Aleena burst out laughing while Gildor chuckled. Celos smirked and shook his head. Only Amra seemed to miss out on the joke.
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