ALLEC

RA RO

The Brute and the Blade

Author: Allegra Rose
Category: Romance, Paranormal, Fantasy, Young Adult

Description: Lily:

| never expected to find myself in the arms of an ogre, let alone the
most notorious warlord of them all. Grok Bloodclaw, the bane of my
people, the monster who haunts our nightmares.

But here | am, his captive, his prize...and the object of his lust.

| should hate him, should fight him with every breath in my body. But
| find myself drawn to him instead.

| want him... badly.

Even if it means defying everything I've ever known about monsters.

Grok:

She was meant to be my conquest, my trophy. Lily Thornwood, the
fiery human warrior who dared to defy me on the battlefield.

But from the moment | lay eyes on her, | knew she was destined to
be mine, body and soul.

| will tame her, claim her, make her submit to the primal lust that
burns between us.

Together, we will forge a new world, a new order, where our love
reigns supreme. No one, ogre or human, will stand in our way.

| will protect what is mine, with every ounce of my strength and
savagery. | will fight for our future, for the chance to make her my
mate, my queen, for all eternity.

| will stop at nothing to possess her, completely and irrevocably.
For she is mine, as | am hers.

And together, we will conquer all.
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Lily

The sun's first rays paint the battle-scarred Borderlands in a grim, russet light as |
finish strapping on my armor. My fingers fly through the familiar motions, tightening
buckles and adjusting my sword belt with practiced ease, even as my heart pounds a
war drum in my chest. Around me, my fellow soldiers ready themselves in grim
silence, our shared tension palpable in the chill morning air.

| draw my sword and test its weight and balance with a few swift swings, the whisper
of the blade dlicing through air an ominous prelude to the violence to come. Satisfied,
| sheath it and turn to face my troops.

"Thisisit," | say, my voice steady and strong, belying the nerves thrumming through
my veins. "Today, we hold the line against the ogre horde. We fight for our homes,
for our kingdom. For Thornhall!"

A resounding cheer echoes back to me, a defiant roar in the face of the oncoming
storm. With a final nod, | turn and lead the charge across the blood-soaked earth,
toward the line of monstrous figures that materialize from the early morning mist.

The ogres thunder forward to meet us, shaking the ground with each massive stride.
At their head, | catch sight of a towering figure, his stony grey skin marked with

whorls of red war paint.

Warlord Grok.



Our eyes lock across the narrowing gap between our forces, a searing, electric
connection that sends a shiver down my spine even as my grip tightens on my sword
hilt.

And then, with abone-shaking crash, our armies collide.

The world dissolves into the chaos of battle, a whirlwind of clashing steel, war cries
and the coppery scent of spilled blood. | weave through the fray, my blade a silver
blur as | parry and slash, dancing the deadly steps of a dance I've trained for al my
life. Ogres fall before me, felled by precise strikes to unguarded throats and pierced
hearts, but always there are more to take their place, an unending tide of brutal
strength.

| lose myself to the familiar, furious rhythm of combat, trusting my instincts and
training to guide me. Time seems to slow and stretch, each heartbeat an eternity as |
fight for my life, for my people.

A warning shout from behind snaps me back to the present just in time to whirl and
deflect a vicious overhead strike that would have cleaved me in two. | stagger back,
arms vibrating from the force of the blow, and find myself staring up into a pair of
blazing amber eyes.

Grok.

The warlord looms over me, his massive war axe gripped in hands the size of dinner
plates. This close, | can see the brutal topography of scars etched into his stony skin,
the powerful cords of muscle rippling beneath. He regards me with a mixture of
surprise and something else, something heated and assessing that sends an entirely
different kind of shiver through me.

"The Red Blade of Thornhall,” he rumbles, his voice a deep, grating baritone that



resonates in my bones. "I've heard of you."

“I'll take that as a compliment,” | manage through gritted teeth, adjusting my grip on
my sword. "Though I'm afraid the pleasureis all yours."

A flicker of what might almost be amusement sparks in those striking eyes. "We shall

And with that, he lunges, axe whistling through the air with terrifying speed. | dart
aside just in time, the displaced air from the passing blade ruffling my hair. | counter
with a swift thrust toward his exposed side, but he spins away with a grace that belies
his size, my sword glancing off his hardened skin with a spray of sparks.

Back and forth we dance, trading blows in a furious, intimate duel even as the battle
rages on around us. Grok is immensely strong, each strike shuddering through my
body like a thunderclap, but he's fast too, far faster than any ogre I've faced before. It
takes all my skill and focus to match him, to stay one step ahead of the whirling axe
blade that seems to be everywhere at once.

We lock blades, the screech of metal on metal ringing in my ears as we strain against
each other. This close, | can fedl the heat radiating off his massive form, smell the
musk of his sweat mingled with the iron tang of blood. His gaze bores into mine,
fierce and intense, and for a fleeting, insane moment, | feel a sudden urge to lean into
him, to press myself against the hard planes of his chest.

| wrench myself back, breaking the deadlock with a gasp. What is wrong with me? |
shouldn't be feeling this strange, electric pull toward an enemy, let alone an ogre. |
need to focus, to end this before?—

My foot catches on a loose stone, sending me stumbling. It's a tiny misstep, a split
second of lost balance, but it's enough. Grok seizes the opening, his axe whipping



around in a blinding arc that knocks my sword from my hand and sends it spinning
away across the churned earth.

| lunge for it desperately, but a massive hand locks around my arm, wrenching me
back. | cry out as pain lances through my shoulder, my feet leaving the ground as
Grok hauls me up like a ragdoll, slamming me back against his chest. His other arm
comes around, pinning mein place with irresistible strength.

"Yield," he growls, his breath hot against my ear. "Or I'll rip your arms off."

My heart hammers against my ribs, fear and adrenaline and something far more
treacherous pulsing through my veins. | should keep fighting, should struggle and
kick and bite until my last breath. But something in his voice, in the iron band of his
arm around me, tells me it would be futile. Slowly, agonizingly, | go limp, the fight
draining out of me.

"l yield," | spit, hating the taste of the words, the admission of defeat.

Grok grunts, a sound that might be satisfaction or approval. "Smart choice, little
blade."

The world spins dizzyingly as he slings me over his shoulder like a sack of grain, the
coiled strength in his body keeping me pinned. Nausea swirlsin my gut at the abrupt

motion and the dawning realization of what's happening.

I'm being taken. Captured by the enemy.
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Panic claws at my throat and | thrash against Grok's grip, pummeling his back with
my fists. He merely tightens his hold, a rumbling chuckle vibrating through him.

"Save your strength,” he advises, striding purposefully away from the battle still
raging behind us. "You'll need it where we're going.”

A chill ripples through me at the ominous words, even as a traitorous part of me
shivers at the dark promise in his tone. Where is he taking me? What does he want
with me? My mind spins with grim possibilities, each more horrifying than the last.

As if sensing my racing thoughts, Grok gives me a little shake. "Relax, human. If |
wanted you dead, you'd be dead. Y ou're far more valuable to me alive."

Valuable. The word sinks like a stone in my stomach.

What could an ogre warlord possibly find valuable about a human warrior, beyond
slaughtering me for sport? Dark, unsettling images flit through my mind, tales of the
foul appetites and cruel games of monsterkind. Is that to be my fate? A plaything for
this brutal mountain of amale, atoy to be used and discarded?

Again, asif plucking the thoughts from my head, Grok makes a disgusted sound. "I'm
not going to eat you, or rape you, or whatever vile thing you're imagining. | may be a
monster in your eyes, but | have honor."

"Forgive me if | don't take the word of an ogre as gospel,” | snap, some of my
defiance returning in the face of his presumption. "*Honor from your kind is as rare as
arosein winter."



"And prejudice from yours is as common as dirt," he retorts, though there's no real
heat to his words. If anything, he sounds almost...amused? "Y ou'll learn, little blade.
There's more to us than the tales you've been told."

| scoff, but there's a part of me, atiny, treacherous part, that wonders if he might be
right. There's something about this male, a sense of depth and complexity that belies
the brutish stereotype of his race. The way he fought, the way he speaks...it hints at
an intelligence, a shrewdness, that I've never associated with ogrekind.

Damniit, Lily, get ahold of yourself. He's the enemy. A monster. Anything elseisjust
atrick, a ploy to lower your guard. You can't afford to forget what he is, what his
kind have done. Remember the raids, the burnings, the butchered innocents left in
their wake. Remember why you fight.

Clinging to that reminder like a talisman, | renew my struggles, writhing and kicking
with al my remaining strength. But it's like fighting a mountain—utterly implacable
and unmoving. Grok simply hoists me higher on his shoulder, his hand tightening
warningly on my thigh.

"Settle down,” he warns, a hint of growl in his voice that sends a completely
Inappropriate shiver down my spine. "Or I'll tie you up and gag you. Don't think |
won't."

| still, more out of a desire not to give him the satisfaction than any real fear of his
threat. "You'd like that, wouldn't you?' | hiss, venom dripping from every word.

"Having me helpless and at your mercy? Seems fitting for a brute like you."

He makes a sound somewhere between a snort and a chuckle. "Careful, little blade.
Keep talking like that and | might start to think you want me to tie you up.”

Heat floods my face at the insinuation, mingled shame and fury knotting in my guit.



"In your dreams, monster."

"Every night,” he rumbles, and | can hear the smirk in his voice. "But for now, how
about you sit tight and enjoy the ride? We've got along way to go."

| grind my teeth so hard my jaw aches, eyes burning with unshed tears of rage and
humiliation. Every step he takes carries me further from my troops, my home, my
duty. And with each passing moment, the certainty sinks in like a leaden weight in
my gut.

| am well and truly captured. A prisoner of the ogres. Of him.

Grok strides on, his gait steady and tireless as a juggernaut. The familiar sights and
sounds of battle fade behind us, replaced by the creak of |eather, the jingle of buckles,
the rhythmic thud of his feet on packed earth. The sun climbs higher, beating down
on us, and despite mysalf | find my head drooping, my eyes growing heavy.

The adrenaline of battle is fading, leaving behind a bone-deep weariness that drags at
my limbs. When was the last time | slept? Truly slept, without the looming specter of
war haunting my dreams? | can't remember. It feels like a lifetime ago, like the
carefree days of my youth are nothing but a half-forgotten dream.

Exhaustion washes over me like a smothering wave, and | let my eyes drift closed,
just for amoment. Just...for a...

Grok

The clash of blades and screams of the dying fill the air as | stride through the chaos
of the battlefield, my blood singing with the thrill of combat. Thisis where | belong,



in the thick of the fray, leading my warriors to glory against the humans who would
dare to challenge our might.

A flash of red catches my eye and | turn, my gaze locking onto a whirling figure in
the midst of the melee. It's a human female, her fiery hair streaming behind her as she
dances through the press of bodies, her blade a silver blur. She moves like aflame, all
grace and deadly precision, cutting down my warriors like wheat before the scythe.

| feel a sudden, unfamiliar stirring in my chest, a mix of admiration and something
darker, more primal. I've heard tales of this one, whispers around the war camps of
the Red Blade of Thornhall, the she-devil who fights like ten men. Seeing her now, |
can believeit.

| begin moving towards her, cutting a path through the battling forces with great
swings of my axe. Let the grunts and fodder hack at each other—this one, | want for
myself. A worthy opponent, at last.

She sees me coming, those piercing green eyes widening briefly before narrowing
with fierce determination. She shifts her stance, readying herself, and in that moment
| feel athrill rush through me, the primal joy of two predators recognizing each other.

Our blades meet with a scream of steel on steel, the impact shuddering up my arms.
She's strong, far stronger than | would have thought possible for a human, let alone a
female. But | am stronger still, and | use my size and reach to push her back, to crowd
her and force her to yield ground.
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She snarls up at me, baring her teeth, and something hot and hungry coilsin my belly.
This close, | can see the flush of exertion on her cheeks, the way her chest heaves
with each panting breath. She's magnificent, a wild creature backed into a corner but
refusing to cower.

We trade blows, our deadly dance carrying us away from the main press of battle.
She's quick and clever, ducking and weaving, using her smaller size to her advantage.
But | am relentless, a mountain of muscle and determination, and | can see her tiring,
her steps beginning to falter.

A sudden opening and | seize it, my axe knocking her blade from her hand to land in
the churned mud a few feet away. She lunges for it but | am faster, snagging her
around the waist and wrenching her back against my chest. She cries out as | wrench
her arm up behind her back, my other hand gripping her throat.

"Yield," |1 growl in her ear, my blood pounding with the thrill of victory. "Or I'll rip
your arms off."

She goes still, her ender body taut as a drawn bowstring in my grasp. | can feel the
frantic pounding of her heart, the rapid rise and fall of her chest. For amoment | think
shelll keep fighting, and a dark part of me almost hopes she does. | want to feel her
struggle, to tame that fiery defiance and make her submit.

But then, to my surprise, she goes limp, the fight draining out of her. "I yield," she
grits out, the words sounding like they're being dragged from her throat.

| feel aflicker of disappointment, but it's quickly subsumed by a sense of satisfaction.



| have her now. The Red Blade, scourge of my people, helplessin my grasp.

"Smart choice, little blade," | rumble, hefting her over my shoulder like a sack of
grain. She makes an indignant noise, squirming in my grip, but | merely tighten my
hold. " Save your strength. Y ou'll need it where we're going."

| stride off the battlefield, my prize secure. Around me, my warriors are mopping up
the remaining human forces, their victorious roars filling the air. But my mind is
already elsewhere, racing ahead to the stronghold and the reception that awaits me.

| can picture it now, the looks of astonishment and awe on the faces of my clan as |
march into the great hall with the Red Blade herself slung over my shoulder. They'll
hail me as a hero, the warlord who single-handedly captured our greatest enemy. My
status, already formidable, will be beyond question.

But it's more than that. As | climb the winding path into the mountains, the human
girl awarm, wiggling weight against me, | find my thoughts turning in an unfamiliar
direction. There's a strange tugging in my chest, an amost physical pull towards the
fierce creature in my arms.

| want to understand her, this flame-haired warrior who fights with such passion and
skill. I want to crack open that hard shell of defiance and see what lies beneath. Will
she tremble and weep when stripped of her blade and armor? Will she beg for mercy,
for her life?

Somehow, | doubt it. There's a core of steel in this one, a strength that goes beyond
mere fighting prowess. Taming her, | suspect, will be a challenge unlike any I've
faced before.

The thought sends a dark thrill through me, and | tighten my grip on her thigh, feeling
the flex of strong muscle beneath my palm. She stiffens and hisses like an angry cat,



renewing her struggles.

"Settle down," | warn, giving her a little squeeze. "Or I'll tie you up and gag you.
Don't think | won't."

She goes still, but | can practically feel the waves of fury and hatred radiating off her.
"You'd like that, wouldn't you?' she spits, her voice dripping venom. "Having me
helpless and at your mercy? Seems fitting for a brute like you."

| chuckle, amused by her fire even as a part of me longs to quench it, to make her soft
and pliant beneath me. "Careful, little blade. Keep talking like that and | might start
to think you want me to tie you up."

| can feel the heat of her blush even through my armor. | grin, enjoying her outraged
spluttering. There's something deeply satisfying about getting under her skin, about
provoking reactions she clearly doesn't want to have.

"“In your dreams, monster," she finally manages, her voice thick with loathing.

"Every night," | agree amiably. "But for now, how about you sit tight and enjoy the
ride? We've got along way to go."

She lapses into seething silence, the occasional jerk and wriggle the only sign of her
continued defiance. | ignore it, my mind aready spinning ahead, plotting and
planning.

| need to handle this carefully. The girl is valuable, not just as a prize of war but as a
potential weapon. Properly handled, she could be the key to bringing the human

kingdoms to their knees once and for all.

But it will take finesse and strategy, not just brute force. I'll need to break her, yes,



but carefully, skillfully. Bending her to my will, rather than shattering her outright.

The thought brings a slow smile to my face. Oh yes, this will be a challenge to savor.
And when I'm done, when I've reshaped her in my image, she'll be a sight to behold.
My Red Blade, fierce and loyal, awildfire tamed to my hand.

The stronghold looms ahead, the great gates swinging open at my approach. | stride
through, my prize still secure on my shoulder, and feel a swell of vicious pride at the
looks of awe and envy on the faces of my clan.

Let them stare. Let them whisper and wonder. They'll see soon enough what their
warlord is capable of.

| carry the girl deep into the heart of the mountain, down to the cells carved into the
living rock. She's gone still and silent, either unconscious or feigning it, her body
limp and unresisting.

Gently, amost tenderly, | lower her to the rough pallet in the corner of the cell. She
looks so small and fragile lying there, her armor scuffed and dented, her hair a wild
tangle around her face. But | know better than to be fooled by appearances. This one
Is no fainting flower, no smpering damsal.

She's a blade, sharp and deadly. And she's mine now, to hone and wield as | seefit.

| brush a strand of hair back from her face, my fingers lingering on the smooth skin of
her cheek. She stirs dlightly, afrown marring her brow, but doesn't wake.
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"Sleep well, little blade,” | murmur. "Y ou're going to need your rest. We have alot of
work ahead of us, you and [."

| straighten, my hand falling away. She'll wake soon enough, and the real battle will
begin. A battle of wills, of dominance and submission. And by the time it's over,
shelll be forever changed.

Aswill |. Because looking down at her now, | feel a strange certainty settling into my
bones. This girl, this fearsome, fascinating creature...she's going to be the making of
me. Or the breaking.

Either way, | can hardly wait to find out.

| turn and stride from the cell, the heavy door clanging shut behind me. Let her sleep
for now, gathering her strength. She'll need every ounce of it for what's to come.

And so will |. Because | have afeeling that taming Lily Thornwood is going to be the
greatest challenge of my life.

And the greatest pleasure.

Lily

| wake with a start, my heart pounding and my head throbbing. For a moment I'm
disoriented, staring up at an unfamiliar stone ceiling, my body aching in a dozen



places. Then memory comes rushing back and | sit bolt upright, panic clawing at my
throat.

The battle. Grok. My capture.

I'm in a céll, rough-hewn from the living rock. A single flickering torch provides the
only light, casting dancing shadows on the walls. I'm lying on a thin pallet, my armor
and weapons gone, leaving me in just my sweat-stained tunic and breeches.

| take a deep breath, forcing down the surge of fear and despair. | can't afford to fall
apart now. | need to think, to plan. To find away out of this nightmare.

Slowly, I push myself to my feet, wincing as bruised muscles protest. | pace the small
confines of the cell, examining every inch, looking for any weakness, any
opportunity. But the walls are solid and seamless, the door a thick slab of iron-bound
oak. There's no window, no access to the outside world beyond a small, barred
opening at the top of the door.

I'm well and truly trapped. A prisoner in the heart of the enemy's stronghold.

But I'm also alive. Grok brought me here for a reason, and until 1 know what that
reason is, there's still hope. | just need to stay calm, to keep my wits about me and
watch for any chance to turn the tables.

Asif summoned by my thoughts, | hear the clang of alock and the door swings open.
Two ogre guards stand outside, massive and menacing in their dark armor. One of
them jerks his head at me, his eyes glinting with cruel amusement.

"On your feet, human. The warlord wants to see you."

For amoment | consider refusing, making them drag me out by force. But something



tells me that defiance, at least the physical kind, won't serve me here. So | square my
shoulders and step forward, holding my head high as they clap manacles around my
Wrists.

They march me through the stronghold, and despite my situation, | can't help but
marvel at the sheer scale and grandeur of it. Towering halls carved from gleaming
obsidian, intricate tapestries depicting great battles and hunts, the air thick with the
scent of smoke and roasting meat. It's a far cry from the crude camps and caverns I'd
always imagined ogres inhabiting.

But there's a harshness to it too, a sense of barely restrained violence smmering just
beneath the surface. Everywhere | look | see warriors, huge and heavily muscled,
their skin marked with scars and fierce tattoos. They watch me pass with hungry eyes,
their gazes raking over melike I'm a particularly juicy piece of meat.

| suppress a shudder, holding myself stiff and unyielding. | won't let them see my
fear. | am Lily Thornwood, the Red Blade. I've faced down warbands and monstrous
beasts. | will not cower before a pack of leering ogres.

Finally, we reach a set of massive double doors, intricately carved with scenes of
battle and slaughter. The guards shove them open and prod me forward into a vast,
vaulted chamber lit by great iron braziers.

And there, lounging on athrone of blackened bone at the far end of the hall, is Grok.

He looks different here, in the heart of his power. Clad in rich furs and gleaming
black armor, his massive form seems to fill the space, radiating strength and menace.
His amber eyes glitter in the firelight as he watches me approach, a faint smile

playing about hislips.

"Lily Thornwood," he says, his deep voice echoing off the stone walls. "Welcome to



Bloodclaw Stronghold. | trust you slept well?"

Anger flashes through me, hot and bright. How dare he lounge there, smirking, like
this is some sort of socia call? Like he didn't just rip me away from my people, my
purpose, everything I've ever known?

"Spare me the pleasantries, Grok," | snap, my voice cracking like a whip. "What is
this? Why have you brought me here?"

He regards me for along moment, his expression unreadable. Then he rises from the
throne, unfolding his huge frame with a casua grace that belies his size. He steps
down from the dais, moving towards me with the slow, deliberate tread of a predator.

"Straight to the point, aren't you?' he muses, circling me slowly. "I like that about
you, little blade. No frills, no pretense. Just steel and fire."
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| turn with him, refusing to let him out of my sight. "Answer the question, ogre. What
do you want with me?'

He stopsin front of me, so close | can fedl the heat of him, smell the musk of his skin
beneath the leather and metal. He reaches out, his fingers brushing the side of my
neck, and | go still, my breath catching in my throat.

"I want many things from you, Lily Thornwood," he murmurs, his thumb tracing the
line of my jaw. "Your strength. Your skill. Your knowledge of human tactics and
strategies. But most of all..."

Heleansin, hislips brushing my ear, and | shudder despite myself. "I want your fire,"
he whispers. "That defiant, indomitable spirit that blazes within you. | want to see it
roused to an inferno...and then | want to tame it, to bend and shape it to my will."

| jerk back, my heart pounding, revulson and something far more treacherous
warring within me. "1 am not some wild creature to be broken to your hand," | snarl,
my hands balling into fists despite the manacles. "And | will never betray my people,
no matter what you do to me."

He chuckles, a deep, rich sound that vibrates through me like a caress. "Oh, sweet
blade,” he murmurs, his eyes glinting with dark amusement. "Who said anything
about betrayal? | don't want to break you. | want to reshape you, to forge you anew in
the fires of my will."

He steps back, gesturing to the guards. "Take her to the training yard," he commands.
"Let her see how the Bloodclaw Clan tempers its steel."



I'm seized and marched out, my mind whirling with Grok's words. Reshape me?
Forge me anew? What does he mean? What is he planning?

| don't have long to ponder it. The guards drag me through a maze of corridors,
emerging at last into awide, open courtyard. The training yard, | realize, taking in the
racks of weapons, the sparring rings, the warriors drilling and fighting in every
corner.

And the humans. Ragged, hollow-eyed figures huddled in the shadows, watching the
ogres train with a mix of fear and bitter envy. My heart clenches as | recognize the
dull despair in their gazes, the slump of their shoulders. How long have they been
here, | wonder? How long until they break entirely?

"Lily? Lily Thornwood, isthat you?"

A familiar voice cuts through my bleak thoughts and | turn, scarcely able to believe
my eyes. "Thane?"'

My brother strides towards me, his once-proud golden armor replaced with dirty
rough spun cotton, his face dirty above a matted beard. But it's him, impossible as it
seems. My fierce, brilliant brother, always so strong, so indomitable...brought low by
ogre chains.

"Gods, Lily, what are you doing here?' he demands, gripping my arms with desperate
strength. "How did they get you?"

"Grok," | say grimly. "In the battle. But never mind that now. What happened to you?
| thought you were fighting on the western front. How long have you been a

prisoner?”’

He shakes his head, a bitter laugh escaping him. "Weeks? Months? | hardly know



anymore. Time loses meaning in this place.”

| swallow hard, fighting back tears. Oh, my brave, stubborn brother. What have they
doneto you?

But | can't fall apart, not now. | need to be strong for both of us. "Well get out of
here, Thane," | promise fiercely. "Somehow, we'll find away to escape, to get back to
Thornhall."

He nods fiercely, awild look in his eyes. "Whatever you do, Lily," he mutters, "don't
be yourself in here. The last thing you want to beis the Red Blade."

Before | can ask him what he means, a shout rings out across the yard. "You there,
humans! Back to work!"

Thane scowls, his grip on my arms tightening. "Do as they say," he urges, his voice
low and urgent. "Don't fight them, not openly, and be careful. The warlord...he's not
like the others."

And then he's gone, melting back into the shadows with the other humans, leaving me
alone and reeling with a hundred new questions.

The guards seize me again, dragging me to the center of the yard. "The warlord says
you're to train,” one of them growls, shoving a blunted practice sword into my bound

hands. "L et's see what you're made of, human."

| look down at the sword, then up at the ring of leering ogre faces surrounding me.
Waiting to see me humiliated, no doubt. Waiting for me to break.

But | am the Red Blade. | do not break.



Slowly, deliberately, | raise my bound hands and assume a ready stance, the sword
gripped tight. "All right then,” | say softly, a cold, deadly calm settling over me.
"Let's dance, you bastards.”

And | let the beast inside me off its chain.

What follows is a blur of violence and pain, of whirling steel and spraying blood.
They come at me one after another, towering mountains of muscle and rage, seeking
to overwhelm me with sheer size and strength.

But | am quicker, more agile, dancing between their blows and darting inside their
guard to land stinging cuts and bruising strikes. | pour all my fear and fury into every
swing, every slash, the world narrowing to the reach and arc of my blade.

| lose myself in the familiar rhythms of combat, the song of steel in my blood, the
savage joy of pitting skill against skill. For a timeless, blazing moment, | am free,
unchained, glorying in my mastery of the sword and my body.
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And then | feel eyes upon me, heavy and intent, a prickling awareness that drags me
back to redlity. | turn, my blade still raised, and find Grok watching me from the edge
of the circle.

His eyes are molten, his expression a mix of hunger and something like awe as he
takes in my blood-spattered form, my heaving chest, the fallen ogres groaning at my
feet. Slowly, deliberately, he nods, a king acknowledging a worthy opponent.

"Well fought, little blade,” he rumbles, his voice carrying across the sudden stillness
of theyard. "Y ou are full of surprises.”

| bare my teeth at him in aferal smile, still riding the battle high. "Y ou have no idea."

He laughs, arich, rolling sound that does strange things to my insides. "Oh, | rather
think | do." He steps forward, the warriors parting before him like water. "Y ou have a
rare gift, Lily Thornwood. A rarefire. | knew it the moment | first saw you."

He reaches me, his huge form towering over me, and | have to crane my neck to hold
his gaze. "Is that why you brought me here?' | challenge, refusing to back down an
inch. "To admire my skill at arms?"

"In part," he allows, his eyes never leaving mine. "But there's so much more to you
than your blade, isn't there? So much knowledge, so much potential ."

He raises his voice, addressing the watching ogres without breaking our locked gaze.
"The Red Blade will be joining my war council,” he declares, ignoring the rumble of
shock and outrage his words provoke. "She has much to teach us about our enemy,



and how best to defeat them."

| stare at him, my mind reeling. Join his war council? Advise the ogres on how to
destroy my own people? I's he mad?

"I won't do it," | spit, finding my voice. "I'll die before | betray Thornhall, before |
help you wage war against the human realms.”

His lips curve in a smile that is pure, confident challenge. "We shall see" is all he
says. He turns to the guards, jerking his head towards me. "Clean her up and bring her
to the council chamber. We have much to discuss.”

And with that he strides away, leaving me standing alone in the center of the training
yard, my sword still gripped in white-knuckled hands, a strange, ominous feeling
coiling in my gut.

What game is he playing? | wonder despairingly. What could he possibly hope to
gain by involving me in his war plans, by flaunting me in front of his warriors like
some sort of trophy?

But even as the questions chase themselves round and round in my mind, a tiny,
treacherous part of me feels a flicker of something perilously close to excitement. To
be in the very heart of the enemy's stronghold, privy to their plans and strategies, with
the chance to turn them to my own ends...

It's a chance | never dreamed I'd have. A chance to strike a blow against the ogres
that they'd never see coming, to turn Grok's arrogance against him and bring his
empire crashing down from within.

All | need to do is play along. To smile and nod and pretend to be his willing tool, all
the while gathering every scrap of information | can to use against him. It's a



dangerous game, balanced on a sword's edge...but it's the only game | have.

And I'll be damned if I'm not going to play it to win.

The guards seize me again, marching me back into the stronghold to be prepared for
Grok's war council. But as | go, my mind is aready racing ahead, plotting and
planning, a cold, deadly determination crystallizing inside me.

| am the Red Blade. | am the shield of Thornhall, the scourge of ogres. And one way
or another, | will see Grok and his foul kind brought to their knees...or | will diein
the attempt.

Because if there's one thing I've learned in all my years of bitter warfare, it's this:
sometimes, to win the battle...

Y ou have to be willing to lose everything.

Grok

| sit in my private chambers, staring into the flickering depths of the brazier, my
thoughts as turbulent as the dancing flames. It's been three days since | brought Lily
Thornwood to the stronghold, three days of watching her, testing her, trying to
unravel the enigmathat is the Red Blade.

Three days of questioning everything | thought | knew about humans...and about
myself.

| shouldn't have kept her alive. That's the cold, hard truth of it. She's an enemy, a
threat, a blade amed at the heart of my people. By al rights, | should have dlit her



throat on the battlefield, or left her to rot in the dungeons until she could be of use.

But | didn't. | couldn't. From the moment | first laid eyes on her, first crossed swords
with her, something in me rebelled at the thought of snuffing out that brilliant, defiant
flame. There's a strength in her, afierce, unyielding spirit that calls to something deep
within me, something I've long kept buried and denied.

| tell myself it's purely strategic, that her knowledge and skills make her a valuable
asset to be cultivated and exploited. And there's truth in that. Already, her insights
into human tactics and defenses have proved invaluable in our war planning.

But if I'm honest with myself, it's more than that. There's a part of me, small but
growing, that simply craves her presence, her challenge, the way she looks at me with
those blazing green eyes that seem to strip away all my armor and pretense.

It's unsettling, this feeling. Dangerous. | am Grok Bloodclaw, Warlord of the Red
Mountains, Scourge of the Borderlands. | have built my life, my identity, on strength,
on the ruthless exercise of power and dominance. To feel anything for a human, let
alone a prisoner, isaweakness | canill afford.
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And yet...

A knock at the door jolts me from my brooding reverie. "Enter,” | growl,
straightening in my chair, my face settling into its usual stern mask.

It's Sharak, my second-in-command and closest confidant. He strides into the room,
his craggy face set in lines of concern. "Y ou summoned me, my lord?"

"I did." | gesture for him to sit, pouring us each a goblet of firewine from the carafe
on the table. "I need your counsel, old friend. On a matter of some...delicacy."

Sharak raises a bushy eyebrow as he takes a seat, accepting the goblet | hand him.
"Thisis about the human girl, isn't it? The Red Blade?'

| grimace, taking a deep draught of the potent wine. Trust Sharak to cut straight to the
heart of the matter. "Am | so transparent?’

He snorts, his eyes glinting with wry amusement. "Only to those who know you well,
my lord. Which is avanishingly small number, in case you're worried."

| feel a small, tense knot in my chest ease slightly. Sharak has been by my side since
we were younglings, clawing our way up through the ranks together. If | can't trust
him, | can trust no one.

"It's just...] find myself questioning things, Sharak. Things I've always taken for
granted.” | lean forward, bracing my elbows on the table, my hands clasped tight
before me. "We've always been taught that humans are weak, inferior. That they exist



only to be conquered and enslaved, their lands and resources ours by right of
strength.”

"Asisthe way of our people,” Sharak nods, his expression guarded. "The strong rule,
the weak serve. It isthe natural order."

"But what if it'snot?" | press, my voice low and urgent. "What if there's more to them
than we've allowed ourselves to see? More to her?"

Sharak is silent for a long moment, sipping his wine, his eyes distant. "She's gotten
under your skin, hasn't she?' he says at last, his tone carefully neutral.

| sslam my goblet down, sloshing wine across the table. "That's just it!" | snarl,
frustration and confusion boiling over. "She shouldn't be able to! She's a human, a
prisoner, a means to an end. But every time | look at her, every time we speak, |
fed..."

| trail off, groping for words to describe the tempest raging inside me. "l feel
challenged,” | say finally, my voice rough. "Challenged and confused and...and alive,
Sharak. Alivein away | haven't felt in years, maybe ever."

Sharak leans back in his chair, his expression thoughtful. "She is...unique, I'll grant
you that," he says dowly. "Strong. Fierce. Clever, too. She'd make a formidable
ally...or adangerous enemy."”

"She's already our enemy,” | point out, but the words feel hollow, rote.

"Is she?' Sharak shrugs. "She fights for her people, as we fight for ours. Does that
make her evil, or ssimply loyal? Can we truly fault her for that?"

| stare at him, amazed. In all our years of war and conquest, I've never heard Sharak



speak of a human with anything approaching respect, let alone understanding. "Y ou
admire her," | realize, a strange, unnameable emotion twisting in my gut.

He meets my gaze steadily. "I admire strength, my lord. In whatever form it takes."
He leans forward, his expression intense. "But admiration is one thing. What you're
feeling...that's something else entirely."

| look away, my jaw clenching. He's right, curse him. This goes beyond simple
respect or even grudging affection. What | feel for Lily, this bone-deep pull, this
aching awareness...it's like nothing I've ever experienced before. It terrifies me even
asit thrills me, shaking the very foundations of who and what | am.

"I don't know what to do, Sharak," | confess, my voice barely above a whisper. "I
don't know how to reconcile what | feel for her with my duty to our people, to our
way of life."

"Then don't," he says bluntly. I blink at him, startled, and he sighs. "Grok...you are
the Warlord. Y our word islaw, your will absolute. If you decree that the Red Bladeis
to be treated as an honored guest rather than a prisoner, who will gainsay you?'

| stare at him, my mind racing. Could it be that simple? To just...choose her, clam
her, damn the consequences? The ideais at once terrifying and exhilarating.

But...
"I can't just turn my back on everything we've built, everything we've fought for," |
say, anguish clawing at my throat. "My people need me, depend on me. To show

weakness now, to be seen as favoring a human..."

"Then don't be seen,” Sharak says, as if it's the most obvious thing in the world.
"Keep her close, learn from her, use her knowledge to strengthen your rule and crush



our enemies. Let the clan see her as your tool, your weapon, not your weakness."

| frown, turning it over in my mind. It's a delicate balance he's proposing, a dangerous
game. But it'sone | find myself desperate to play. Because the aternative...

The alternative isletting her go. And that, | realize with sudden, startling clarity, isno
longer an option. Not for me.

| blow out along, slow breath, feeling the weight of decision settle on my shoulders.
"Very well," | say, my voice grim with resolve. "l will do as you counsel. | will keep
her at my side, as advisor and strategist. But only that."

| fix Sharak with a hard stare, letting a hint of my power, my dominance, bleed into
my gaze. "Sheis not to be touched, by anyone. Not harmed, not coerced, not so much
as looked at askance. Sheis under my protection now. Make sure that's understood.”
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He nods, a faint smile playing about his lips. "It will be done, my lord." He rises to
his feet, draining his goblet in one long swallow. "For what it's worth...l think you're
doing the right thing. For yourself, and for our people.”

| raise an eyebrow, surprised. "You really think she could be that important? That
valuable?!

He shrugs, his smile widening. "I think she aready is...to you."

And with that enigmatic statement, he turns and strides from the room, leaving me
alone with my thoughts.

| sit in silence for along time, staring into the dying flames, my mind awhirl. Part of
me is screaming that this is madness, that I'm risking everything I've worked for,
everything | am, on a dangerous gamble. That I'm letting my weakness, my emotions,
cloud my judgment and steer me down a path from which there may be no return.

But another part, deeper and more insistent, whispers that this is no gamble at all.
That Lily is more than just a prize or a pawn, more than just a means to an end. That
sheis, in fact, the key to everything.

To victory, to power...and to the aching, empty places inside me that 1've long
ignored or denied.

It's a terrifying thought, one that shakes me to my core. But it's also exhilarating, in a
wild, reckless way that sets my blood singing in my veins. Because if there's one
thing I've learned in all my long years of war and conquest, it'sthis:



Nothing worth having comes without risk. And sometimes, to win the greatest prize
of all...

Y ou have to be willing to gamble everything.

Lily

The Great Hall is a sea of noise and motion, a throng of ogre warriors filling the
cavernous space from wall to wall. Their voices rise in a cacophony of guttural shouts
and arguing snarls, the air thick with the scent of sweat, leather and barely restrained
violence.

| stand at the edge of the crowd, flanked by my ever-present guards, my hands bound
before me. It's a familiar position by now, one I've grown accustomed to in my days
as Grok's "honored guest”. A pretty euphemism for a prisoner, no matter how gilded
the cage.

But today is different. Today, I'm not just a captive being paraded for the amusement
of my captors. Today, I've been summoned to witness something far more
significant—a gathering of the clan's leadership, to settle disputes and make decisions
that will shape the course of the war to come.

A war in which |, apparently, am to play a vital role. Or so Grok keeps telling me,
though I've refused to betray my people, only stayed close to learn more about my
enemy.

The warlord himself sits on his throne of blackened bone at the head of the hall, his
expression stoic and unreadable as he surveys the rowdy assembly. He's dressed in
his full regalia, all gleaming obsidian armor and rich furs, his massive warhammer



leaning against the side of the throne like a silent threzt.

He looks every inch the barbarian king, fierce and proud and utterly in command. But
there's something else in his bearing today, a tension in the set of his shoulders, a
glint of something like anticipation in his amber eyes as they flick to me, then away

again.

| feel a shiver run through me that has nothing to do with the chill of the stone walls.
He's up to something, | can feel it. Some plan or gambit that hinges on my presence
here, on my reaction to whatever is about to unfold.

A part of me bristles at being used as a pawn in his games, a tool to be deployed for
his benefit. But another part, smaller but growing, is intrigued despite itself. What
does he hope to gain by having me witness his leadership in action? What message is
he trying to send, to me and to hiswarriors?

I'm jolted from my musings by a sudden hush falling over the hall. Grok has risen to
his feet, his presence seeming to fill the cavernous space as he stares out over the
assembled warriors.

"My brothers," he begins, his deep voice ringing with authority. “"We come together
today to settle grievances and forge the path forward. To strengthen the bonds of clan

and blood that make us who we are."

A rumble of approval runs through the crowd, fists pounding against chests in a
rhythmic salute. Grok acknowledges it with anod, his expression stern but satisfied.

"Bring forth the first petitioners,” he commands, settling back onto his throne with an
air of regal implacability.

What follows is a procession of warriors and clan members, each bringing their



disputes and grievances before the warlord for judgment. And as | watch, | fee my
perception of Grok, and of ogre society as a whole, beginning to shift and change in
ways | never could have anticipated.

Far from the brutish tyrant | had assumed him to be, Grok proves to be a fair and
thoughtful arbiter, listening carefully to each case and rendering decisions with a
Solomon-like wisdom. He tempers justice with mercy, punishment with
understanding, always striving to find the solution that will best serve the clan as a
whole.

| watch as he mediates a fierce dispute between two warriors over a prized battle
trophy, his words stern but even-handed as he divides the prize and demands a
resolution to their feud. | see him comfort a grieving mother who has lost her son in
battle, promising her vengeance and honor in the wars to come.

And | witness something | never thought I'd see—Grok, the scourge of the
borderlands, the bane of humanity...arguing for leniency and compassion in the
treatment of his human captives.

"They are not chattel or cattle," he declares, his voice ringing with conviction. "They
are thinking, feeling beings, with hopes and fears and dreams of their own. We are
their conquerors, yes...but we need not be their destroyers.”

A ripple of unease runs through the assembled warriors at his words, and | see more
than one face twist with distaste or outright hostility. But Grok isimplacable, his gaze
hard and unwavering as he stares down the dissenters.
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"We are ogres," he reminds them, his voice a low, powerful growl. "We are the
strength and the fury of the mountains, the unconquerable will of stone and steel. But
we are not mindless beasts. We are a people, with laws and honor and a code that
binds us."

He leans forward, his eyes blazing with a fierce, transcendent light. "And that code
demands that we treat even our enemies with respect, when they have earned it
through their courage and their skill. The humans have fought well and bravely. They
deserve no less from us in return.”

There's a long, tense moment of silence...and then, to my utter shock, a roar of
approval shakes the hall, ogre voices raised in a thunderous chant of "Grok! Grok!
Grok!"

| stare at the warlord, my heart pounding, my mind awhirl with conflicting emotions.
Is this a trick, a ploy to win my trust and compliance? Or is it possible that there's
more to him, to all of them, than | ever dared to imagine?

As if sensing my gaze, Grok's eyes flick to mine, holding them for a long, charged
moment. There's a question in their amber depths, a challenge and an invitation all at
once.

What do you think of me now, little blade? they seem to ask. Am | still the monster
you believed me to be?

| look away first, my breath coming short and fast, my cheeks burning with a heat
that has nothing to do with the press of bodies around me. | don't know what to think



anymore, don't know how to reconcile the brutish warlord of my nightmares with the
wise and just leader | see before me now.

All 1 know is that something has shifted between us, some fundamental
understanding of who and what we are. And that terrifies me more than any battle or

dungeon ever could.

As if to underscore the point, Grok's next words send a fresh shockwave through me,
rocking me to my very core.

"Bring forth the prisoner called Thane Thornwood," he commands, his gaze never
leaving mine. "I would speak with him."

There's a stir of confusion and surprise among the guards, but they obey, dragging my
brother's dirty, chained form from somewhere in the back of the hall. He blinks in the
bright torchlight, his eyes widening as they fall on me.

"Lily?" helooks around, his eyes narrowed warily. "What...what's going on?'

"Thane Thornwood," Grok intones, drawing our attention back to him. "You have
been a prisoner of the Bloodclaw Clan for many moons, have you not?'

Thane nods warily, his gaze darting between Grok and me. "I have."

"And in that time, have you been mistreated? Abused or tortured beyond the
necessities of your confinement?"

Thane hesitates, confusion plain on his face. "No," he admits finally. "I have been
treated...fairly. For a prisoner of war."

Grok nods, as if this is no more than he expected. "And if | were to offer you your



freedom, here and now...what would you say to that?"'

A gasp runs through the hall at his words, ogres and humans alike staring at the
warlord in shock. Thane's mouth falls open, his eyes wide and disbelieving.

“I...I would say that it's atrick," he stammers, his voice shaking. "A trap to lower my
guard and break my spirit. Freedom is not a gift that ogres give lightly...if at all."

Grok regards him steadily, no hint of anger or affront in his expression. "And if it
were no trick? If | were to release you, here and now, to return to your people with a
message of truce and parley? What then?'

Thane stares at him, his face a mask of warring hope and suspicion. "Then...then |
would say that you are not the monster | thought you were,” he says slowly, each
word dragged from him like a rusty blade from a wound. "That there may be honor in
you after all...and hope for peace between our peoples.”

Grok smiles, a fierce, satisfied expression. "Well said, Thane Thornwood. You are
free to go, with my blessing and the protection of the clan. Bear witness to what you
have seen and heard here today...and know that the hand of friendship is extended,
should humanity choose to grasp it."

He gestures to the guards, who step forward to unlock Thane's chains with
expressions of wary respect. My brother rubs his wrists, staring at Grok with a
mixture of awe and disbelief.

"l...I don't know what to say," he manages, his expression still wary. "But | will carry
your message forward, and let others know what I've seen and experienced here."

Grok inclines his head, a regal acknowledgement. "Go in peace, Thane Thornwood.
And remember what you have learned about our people.”



Thane nods, his eyes finding mine. There's a question in them, a silent plea for
understanding and guidance. But | have none to give him, my own thoughts and
feelings atangled knot of confusion and conflicting loyalties.

| give him a small, tight smile, trying to convey reassurance | don't feel. "Be safe,
brother," | whisper, my voice cracking on the words. "And be wise. The world is
changing...and we must change with it."

He nods, his expression one of grim determination. "I will. And I'll be back for you,
sister. | swear it on our mother's grave."

And with that, he turns and strides from the hall, his head held high, his steps ringing
with newfound purpose. | watch him go, my heart aching with a bittersweet mix of
joy and loss.

My brother is free. But | am still a prisoner, bound by chains of circumstance and
duty that | cannot break. And with each passing day, each new revelation of Grok's
character and the complexities of ogre society, those chains feel more and more like a
noose around my neck.
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As if sensing my turmoil, Grok's gaze finds mine once more, holding it with an
intensity that steals my breath. There's a question in his eyes, a challenge and a plea
all at once.

What will you do now, Lily Thornwood? they seem to ask. Will you cling to your
hatred and your preconceptions? Or will you open your mind, and your heart, to the
possibility of something more?

| don't know. Gods help me, | just don't know. All | know isthat everything | thought
| knew, everything | believed about ogres and about myself, is crumbling away like
sand beneath my feet.

And in its place, something new and terrifying is taking root...something that feels
perilously close to respect. To admiration.

To hope.

The assembly ends soon after, the warriors and petitioners dispersing back to their
duties with a new sense of purpose and unity. But | remain where | am, my eyes fixed
on Grok as he descends from his throne and makes his way towards me.

"Walk with me" he says, not a command but an invitation. "I would hear your
thoughts on what you witnessed today."

| fall into step beside him, my guards trailing at a discreet distance. We walk in
silence for a long moment, winding our way through the torch-lit corridors of the
stronghold.



"Why did you do it?' | ask finally, unable to keep the question back any longer.
"Why free my brother? Why argue for mercy for the other captives? What do you
hope to gain?"

He glances down at me, his expression unreadable. "I didn't do it to gain anything,"
he says quietly. "l did it because it was the right thing to do. Because even in war,
there must be honor and compassion, or we are no better than the beasts we claim to
rise above."

| stare at him, my heart pounding in my chest. "And what about me?' | whisper, my
voice barely audible over the thud of our footsteps. "Am | to be the beneficiary of
your compassion as well? Or am | still your prisoner, your pawn in whatever game

you're playing?"

He stops, turning to face me fully. His eyes are molten amber, burning with an
intensity that takes my breath away. "Y ou are no man's pawn, Lily Thornwood," he
says, his voice low and fervent. "You are a warrior, a leader, a woman of incredible
strength and courage. | keep you here not as a prisoner, but as an ally. A partner in
the building of a new world."

| shake my head, confusion and longing warring within me. "I don't understand,” |
whisper, my voice cracking with emotion. "I am your enemy, Grok. A human.
Everything about us, everything we've been taught, says that we should hate each
other. That we should fight until one of uslies dead at the other's feet.”

"And yet here we stand," he murmurs, his hand coming up to cup my cheek with a
tenderness that breaks my heart. "Two leaders, two warriors, drawn together by
something greater than hate or history. Can you not fed it, Lily? The pull between us,
the potential for something extraordinary?'

| tremble under his touch, my eyes fluttering shut of their own accord. Gods, | can



feel it. That electric spark, that sense of rightness that thrills through me every time
we're together. It terrifies me, even as it exhilarates me.

But | can't giveintoit. | can't let myself forget who and what | am, or the duty that
binds me.

"I feel it," | whisper, my voice shaking with the effort of holding back my tears. "But
it changes nothing, Grok. | am still Lily Thornwood. Still the Red Blade, sworn to
defend humanity against all threats. And you...you are still my captor. Still the enemy
| am bound to destroy."

He stares at me for along, aching moment, his eyes searching mine. Then, slowly, he
lowers his hand, his expression hardening into a mask of grim resolve.

"So beit," he says, his voice cold and distant. "If that is truly how you see me, then
there is nothing more to be said. Return to your quarters, Lady Thornwood. | will not
keep you from your rest any longer."

He turns to go, his shoulders stiff with tension and unspoken pain. And I...I stand
there like afool, my heart breaking in my chest, my eyes burning with unshed tears.

| want to call out to him, to beg him to stay, to give me time to make sense of the
mael strom of emotions raging within me. But | don't. | can't. Because to do so would
be to betray everything | am, everything I've ever fought for.

So | let him go, watching his broad back recede into the shadows, taking a piece of
my soul with him. And when he's gone, | finally let the tears fall, hot and bitter on my
cheeks.

What have | done? What have | become, that | could feel such sorrow at the loss of
my enemy's regard?



| don't know. Gods help me, | just don't know. All | know is that nothing will ever be
the same again...

And that thought terrifies me more than any army or dungeon ever could.

Grok

| pace the length of my private chambers, my thoughts as tumultuous as a mountain
storm. The events of the assembly play over and over in my mind—the surprise and
speculation on the faces of my warriors, the wary hope in Thane Thornwood's eyes as
he walked to freedom...and the look on Lily's face as she watched it all unfold.

That look. It haunts me, even now. The conflict in her eyes, the warring emotions
playing across her face as she struggled to reconcile the warlord she thought she
knew with the leader she witnessed today. | saw the grudging respect dawning in her
gaze, the flicker of something that might have been admiration...or even desire.

And it terrified me.
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Not because | fear her judgment or her enmity. Those, I've come to expect, even
welcome as the signs of a worthy adversary. No, what terrifies me is the way she
makes me feel. The way my pulse quickens when her eyes meet mine, the way my
skin burns at her dlightest touch.

The way my heart aches at the thought of her scorn...or her loss.

I've never felt this way before. Never allowed myself to. Attachment, affection,
desire...these are weaknesses, vulnerabilities that awarlord can ill afford. My life, my
very identity, is built on strength, on the ruthless exercise of power and control. To let
a prisoner, a human no less, dlip past my defenses and touch something deep within
me...it goes against everything |'ve ever been taught, everything I've ever believed.

And yet...
| can't shake the feeling that this is more than mere infatuation, more than base lust or
the thrill of the forbidden. That Lily is more than just a passing fancy, a temporary

distraction from the grim realities of war and leadership.

No, this feels...deeper. More vital, more visceral. As if she's somehow become
essential to my very being, as necessary as breath or blood.

It's a terrifying thought, one that sends me striding from my chambers and down the
winding corridors of the stronghold, seeking counsel, clarity, from the one being who

might understand the turmoil raging inside me.

The seer's chamber is dark and smoky, lit only by the guttering flames of a few



scattered candles. She sits cross-legged on a pile of furs, her withered face lined with
age and wisdom, her milky eyes seeming to peer beyond the veil of flesh and bone to
the secrets of the soul.

"Ah, Warlord," she rasps as | duck through the low doorway, her voice like dry
leaves skittering over stone. "l wondered when you would come to me. | have seen
you in my visions, seen the choice that lies before you."

| stiffen, my hand tightening instinctively on the hilt of my sword. "What choice?" |
demand, my voice rough with trepidation. "What have you seen, wise one?"

Her lips curve in an enigmatic smile, her clouded gaze boring into mine. "l have seen
a future, young Grok," she murmurs, her words sliding over my skin like oil over
water. "A future where the great Bloodclaw Clan is led not by one, but two. Where
ogre and human stand side by side, bound by a love that shakes the very foundations
of our world."

| stare a her, my heart pounding, my breath stoppered in my lungs. "Lily," | rasp, the
name wrenched from somewhere deep inside me. "You've seen..Lily and 1?
Together?"

The seer inclines her head, the gesture at once mocking and maddeningly serene.
“She is your mate, Warlord," she says simply, the words tolling like a death knell in
the close confines of the chamber. "Y our match, your mirror. The other half of your
soul, destined to stand at your side through battles both bloody and bittersweet."

| reel back as if struck, denial and desperate yearning warring in my breast. "No," |
grate out, shaking my head sharply. "No, that's impossible. She's human, my prisoner.

My enemy. There can be no future for us, no...bond."

The seer laughs, a dry, rustling sound like wind through dead leaves. "Oh, you



stubborn boy," she chides, her tone almost fond beneath the bite of her words. "Y ou
cannot fight fate, Grok Bloodclaw. Cannot deny the call of your blood, your bone and
breath. She is yours, as you are hers...and no force in this world or any other can
sunder that tie."

She leans forward, her sightless eyes seeming to pierce me to the core. "Close your
eyes," she commands, her voice thrumming with power, with the weight of ages.
"Open your mind, your heart...and see."

Against my will, my lids drift shut, my breath leaving me in a shuddering rush. And
then...

Then | am somewhere else, somewhen else. A blur of images, of sensations,
cascading through my mind in a dizzying rush.

| see Lily, resplendent in the regalia of an ogre queen, a crown of hammered gold
resting upon her brow as she stands tall and proud at my side. | see us leading our
people, human and ogre alike, into a new era of peace and prosperity, our hands
clasped and our hearts entwined.

| see quiet moments in the stillness of our chambers, Lily's head pillowed on my
chest as we talk softly of our hopes, our dreams. Fedl the silk of her skin beneath my
fingers, the satin of her hair tickling my chin.

| see passion, wild and untamed, our bodies tangled in the furs of our bed as we lose
ourselves in each other again and again. Hear the hitch of her breath, the keening cry
of my name on her lips as | worship her with hands and mouth and the fierce,
unrelenting heat of my love.

And | see...| see a child. A babe with Lily's eyes and my coloring, cradled in her
mother's arms as | look on in wonder and unbearable tenderness. The living proof of



our bond, our belonging...and the bright, shining future we will build together.

With a gasp, | wrench myself free of the vision, my eyes flying open to the dim,
smoky reality of the seer's chamber. She watches me with a knowing smile, her head
cocked slightly to one side.

"You see now," she says, not a question but a statement of fact. "You understand
what lies ahead, what destiny has written in the stars for you and your Red Blade."

| shake my head, trying to clear the clinging cobwebs of the future from my mind, my
heart. "It's not possible” | rasp, my voice thick and strangled. "It goes against
everything I've ever known, ever been taught. My people will never accept it, accept

her...

"They will," the seer says firmly, no hint of doubt in her tone. "They will follow
where you lead, Grok Bloodclaw. Where your heart guides you. Because they know,
as | do, that you were born for this. Born to be the bridge between our kinds, to forge
anew path from the ashes of the old."

She leans back, her expression going distant and dreamy. "It will not be easy," she
murmurs, amost to herself. "There will be trias, tribulations...those who seek to
thwart you at every turn. But if you hold fast to each other, to the love that binds
you...you will weather every storm. And in the end, you will emerge stronger,
surer...the rulers of a new world, a new way."

| stare at her, my mind awhirl, my pulse a deafening drum in my ears. Could it be
true? Could Lily truly be my...my mate? My destiny, entwined with hers in a bond
that transcends blood and bone, war and peace?

The seer sees the doubt, the desperation, in my eyes, and her smile gentles, grows
amost maternal. "Trust your heart, Warlord," she says softly, reaching out to lay a



gnarled hand over mine where it rests on my knee. "Trust the whispers of your soul,
and the longing in your loins. She is yours, Grok. Y ours to cherish, to claim...and to
fight for, with every breath in your body."

| close my eyes, letting her words wash over me, through me. Feeling the truth of
them settle into my marrow, my core, like a key turning in a lock | never knew
existed.
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"Thank you, wise one,” | murmur, my voice hoarse with emotion. "For your counsel,
your clarity. I...I know what | must do now. What | must become, for her. For us."

The seer inclines her head, afinal benediction. "Go then, Grok Bloodclaw," she says,
a glint of something ancient and approving in her milky gaze. "Go, and claim your
destiny...and the female who holds your heart in her hands.”

| rise to my feet, my spine straight, my shoulders squared. | fedl different, changed, as
if the seer's words, her vision, have lit afire inside me, burning away the doubts, the
denials, to reveal the gleaming truth beneath.

Lily is mine. My mate, my mirror...the bright, blazing beacon guiding me home. And
| will move mountains, shatter stars, to make her see it. To win her heart, her
trust...and the future that stretches out before us, limitless and luminous with promise.

With a final, grateful nod to the seer, | turn and stride from the chamber, my steps
purposeful, determined. | have much to do, much to prove...but for the first time in
longer than | can remember, my path is clear. My purpose, crystalline and
unshakable.

| will make Lily mine. | will claim her, body and soul and the battered, aching shards
of my own heart. | will show her the depth of my devotion, the breadth of my
belief...and together, we will forge a bond that will shake the very foundations of our
world.

A bond of equals, of partners...and of a love that will endure, unassailable, across
every border, every boundary.



Across time, across tide...and whatever challenges may come.

As | make my way back to my chambers, my mind is awhirl with plans, with
possibilities. But beneath it al, smmering like a sleeper, banked fire...is a hunger. A
need, visceral and vital asthe blood in my veins, the breath in my lungs.

A need for her. For Lily, my Red Blade...my queen.

Alone in the privacy of my rooms, | strip off my armor with quick, impatient
movements, my breath coming faster, my heart thundering against my ribs. | can still
feel the ghost of her in my arms, the phantom press of her lips against mine from our
stolen moment before duty intruded.

Gods, the taste of her, the scent of her...it lingers on my tongue, in my nostrils, an
ambrosia headier than any wine or battle-draught. | want to drown myself in her, to
lose myself in her softness, her strength, until there is no part of me that isn't branded
by her touch, her presence.

With agroan, | fall back onto my bed, one hand already fisting my aching length, the
other fisting in the furs as | conjure her in my mind's eye. Lily, hair unbound and eyes
heavy-lidded with want, with need. Lily, skin flushed and damp with passion, arching
beneath me as | worship her with hands and mouth and the reverent press of my body
into hers.

| imagine sinking into her slick heat, feeling her muscles flutter and clench around me
as | move within her. Picture her face as she shatters apart in my arms, my name a
broken prayer on her kiss-bruised lips.

With a choked cry, | spend myself over my fist, my release jetting hot and hard across
my abdomen, my chest. For amoment | ssimply lie there, gasping, shuddering through
the aftershocks as the vision of my mate, my love, dances behind my closed lids.



And then, slowly, | sit up, a steely resolve settling over me like a second skin. No
more doubts, no more denials. No more letting duty, or dread, keep me from what |
want.

What | need.

Lily will be mine. | will court her, woo her, win her...with every weapon in my
arsenal. With patience and persistence, with tenderness and the unbridled force of my

desire, my devotion.

| will make her see what burns between us. Make her feel the bond, bright and
unbreakable, that binds us together across every divide, every difference.

| will make her mine...and in doing so, make myself hers. Irrevocably, eternally.

The Red Blade of the Ogre Warlord...and he, the heart that beats for her, and her
alone.

Forever. | vow it, to the stars and the ancestors and whatever fates have brought us
here, to this tipping point between disaster and destiny.

Forever...and whatever may come.

With awolfish smile curving my lips, | rise from the bed to clean myself up and don
fresh clothing. Thereis much to do, and | will need my rest, my wits about me.

Because tomorrow...tomorrow, the true battle begins.

The battle for Lily's heart...and the future that will be born from the love, the
belonging, blazing between us.



| can hardly wait.

Lily

The training yard is a whirlwind of activity, the clang of steel and the grunts of
exertion filling the air. | move through my drills with single-minded focus, my sword
ablur of silver as| weave and slash and parry.



Page 13

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 10:00 am

It's become a ritual for me, these daily training sessions. A way to channel my
frustrations, my fears, my ever-growing doubts into something physical, something
tangible. With a blade in my hand and an opponent before me, the world narrows to a
single, crystalline point, and everything else falls away.

At least, that's how it usually is. But today...today is different.

| feel his presence before | see him, a prickling awareness that raises the hairs on the
back of my neck. | spin, my sword coming up in a defensive stance...and find myself
face to face with Grok.

He's dressed for training, in a simple tunic and breeches that cling to his massive
frame like a second skin. His amber eyes are intense, focused, as he takes in my
sweat-slicked skin and heaving chest.

"Warlord," | say, my voice carefully neutral even as my heart kicksinto agallop. "To
what do | owe the pleasure?"

His lips quirk in that now-familiar half-smile, half-smirk. "I thought | might join you
today," he rumbles, stepping forward into the training ring. "It's been too long since
I've crossed blades with a worthy opponent.”

| raise an eyebrow, torn between annoyance and a traitorous thrill of excitement.
"And you think I'm worthy?" | challenge, my grip tightening on my sword hilt.

He chuckles, a deep, rich sound that vibrates through me like a physical caress. "Onh, |
know you are, little blade. I've seen you fight, remember?"



| swallow hard, trying to ignore the way my body reacts to his nearness, to the heat
and power radiating off him in waves. "Very well," | say, lifting my chin. "Shall we
dance, then?"

His grin widens, his eyes flashing with anticipation. "I thought you'd never ask."

And with that, he lunges, his massive axe whistling through the air toward my head.

| duck and roll, coming up in a crouch and sweeping my blade at his legs. He leaps
back with surprising agility for a creature his size, then comes at me again, the axe a
blur of silver and iron.

We trade blows for what feels like hours, the world narrowing to the space between
us, to the clash of steel and the rasp of labored breathing. He's incredibly strong, each
impact shuddering up my arms and rattling my teeth. But he's fast, too, his
movements fluid and precise, his eyes never leaving mine.

It's exhilarating and terrifying all at once, dancing on the edge of violence with this
male who both attracts and repels me. Part of me wants to lay down my sword and
submit to his dominance, to bare my throat and let him claim me as his own.

But another part, the part that's the Red Blade, the shield of Thornhall, rebels against
the very idea. | am no man's plaything, no prize to be won or trophy to be claimed. |
am awarrior, aleader, adefender of my people.

Even if my traitorous heart sometimes whispers otherwise.

Asif sensing my inner turmoil, Grok presses his advantage, his axe coming downin a
punishing arc that sends me staggering back. | recover quickly, but not quickly
enough—his next blow knocks my sword from my hand, sending it skittering across
the packed earth of the training ground.



| scramble after it, but he's there before me, kicking it out of reach with a casual flick
of hisfoot. | look up at him, panting, my heart samming against my ribs.

"Do you yield?' he asks, his voice a low, resonant grow! that sends shivers down my
spine.

| bare my teeth in adefiant snarl. "Never," | hiss, even as| know it's futile. He has me
at his mercy, disarmed and vulnerable, and we both know it.

But to my surprise, he doesn't press his advantage. Instead, he reaches down and
hauls me to my feet, his grip firm but gentle on my arm.

"Good," he rumbles, his eyes glinting with approval. "A true warrior never
surrenders, even in the face of certain defeat.”

| stare at him, confused and wary. "What game are you playing, Grok?' | demand,
my voice rough with exertion and emotion. "Why did you really come here today?"

He regards me for along, charged moment, his expression unreadable. Then, slowly,
he reaches out and brushes a strand of sweat-dampened hair from my face, hisfingers
lingering on my cheek.

"I came to teach you," he says quietly, his gaze holding mine. “To show you how to
wield an ogre weapon, and to fight like one of us."

| blink, startled. "Why?" | ask, my voice barely above a whisper. "Why would you
want to teach me your ways, make me stronger? I'm your enemy, remember?”

He smiles, a slow, knowing curve of his lips. "Are you?' he murmurs, his thumb
tracing the line of my jaw. "Or are you something else entirely, Lily Thornwood?"



| shiver at his touch, at the way my name rolls off his tongue like a caress. "I...I don't
know," | confess, my voice trembling. "I don't know what | am anymore, Grok.
You've turned everything upside down, made me question everything | thought |
knew."

He nods, his expression softening with understanding. "I know," he rumbles, his hand
cupping my face now. "Believe me, Lily, | know. Y ou've done the same to me."

| stare up at him, my heart in my throat. "What are we doing?' | whisper, my voice
cracking with emotion. "What is this thing between us, Grok? It's madness, it's
impossible, it's..."
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“It'sreal," he finishes for me, his forehead coming to rest against mine. "It's the most
real thing I've ever felt, Lily. And it terrifies me as much asit thrills me."

| close my eyes, letting his words wash over me, letting myself sink into the warmth
and strength of his touch. Gods, how | want to believe him. How | want to lose
myself in this feeling, in this impossible, forbidden connection that tugs at my very
soul.

But | can't. | can't forget who | am, what | am. | am the Red Blade, sworn to defend
humanity against all threats. And Grok, for all his unexpected depths and hidden
kindnesses, is still the enemy. Still the warlord of the horde that seeks to conquer and
enslave my people.

| take a deep, shuddering breath and pull away, stepping back out of his embrace. He
lets me go, his expression amix of understanding and regret.

"Teach me, then," | say, my voice steady despite the riot of emotions churning in my
gut. "Show me how to fight like an ogre, to wield your weapons and know your ways.
But don't think for a moment that it changes anything between us, Grok. | am still
your prisoner, and you are still my captor. Nothing more."

He regards me for along, searching moment, his amber eyes glinting with a heat that
sends a shiver down my spine. Then, slowly, he nods.

"As you wish, Lady Thornwood," he rumbles, his voice a low, resonant growl. "Let
us begin, then."



He turns and strides over to the weapons rack, selecting a massive, wickedly curved
blade that looks more like a butcher's cleaver than a sword. He hefts it easily in one
hand, then tosses it to me with a casual flick of hiswrist.

| catch it awkwardly, the weight and balance unfamiliar in my grip. Grok chuckles,
shaking his head.

"Not like that," he chides, moving to stand behind me. "Here, let me show you."

He wraps his arms around me from behind, his massive hands engulfing mine as he
adjusts my grip on the hilt. | stiffen at his touch, my breath catching in my throat at
the feel of hisbody pressed against mine.

"Relax," he murmurs, his breath hot against my ear. "You're too tense, too rigid. An
ogre weapon is an extension of your body, not a separate thing. Y ou must flow with
it, let it become a part of you."

| take a deep breath, forcing myself to relax into his hold. He moves with me, guiding
my hands and arms through a series of slow, fluid motions that feel almost like a
dance.

"Good," he rumbles, his voice a low, approving purr that sends a shiver down my
spine. "You learn quickly, little blade. Y ou have a natural grace, a fluidity that many
of my warriors lack."

| flush at the praise, a warm glow kindling in my chest despite my best efforts to
suppress it. "l had a good teacher,” | mumble, feeling suddenly shy and awkward in
his embrace.

He chuckles, the sound vibrating through me like a physical caress. "And | had a
good student,” he counters, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. "One who



challenges me, surprises me, makes me question everything | thought | knew."

| shiver at hiswords, at the raw honesty in his voice. Gods, how can he do thisto me?
How can he strip away my defenses, my certainties, with just a touch and a few
murmured words?

"Grok," | whisper, my voice trembling. "I...I can't. We can't. It'simpossible, it's..."

"Shh," he soothes, his grip tightening on mine. "Don't think, Lily. Don't analyze or
agonize or try to make sense of it all. Just feel. Just be here, in this moment, with

me.

| close my eyes, letting his words wash over me, letting myself sink into the warmth
and strength of his embrace. And for a moment, just a moment, | let myself imagine.
Let myself picture a world where this could be real, where we could be together
without the weight of history and hatred bearing down on us.

But it's just a fantasy, a beautiful, impossible dream. Reality comes crashing back in
the form of a sudden, sharp painin my side, and | gasp, my eyes flying open.

Grok has moved away, the training blade in his hand, his expression a mix of apology
and challenge. "Never let your guard down, little blade,” he chides, tapping the flat of
the blade against my ribs. "Not even for amoment, not even with me. The enemy will
always seek to exploit your weaknesses, your vulnerabilities.”

| stare at him, my heart pounding, my skin tingling where he touched me. Gods, he's
right. | let myself get distracted, let my emotions cloud my judgment. It's a mistake |
can't afford to make, not here, not with him.

| step back, raising my own blade in a defensive stance. "Again," | say, my voice
steady despite the riot of feelings churning in my gut. "Teach me more.”



He grins, afierce, approving flash of teeth. "With pleasure," he growls, and lunges at
me with a speed that belies his size.

We spar for hours, the world narrowing to the clash of blades and the rasp of |abored
breathing. He's a patient teacher, guiding me through the unfamiliar stances and
techniques of ogre combat with afirm but gentle hand.

| soon lose myself in the rhythm of it, the dance of thrust and parry and riposte. My
muscles burn with exertion, my skin slick with sweat, but | push through the pain and
fatigue, determined to prove myself, to show him that | am every bit the warrior he
believes me to be.

And somewhere aong the way, something shifts between us. The formality, the
distance that has always marked our interactions begins to melt away, replaced by a
playful, almost teasing camaraderie.

He laughs when | land a particularly clever blow, his eyes sparkling with genuine
mirth. | find myself grinning back, a fierce joy bubbling up inside me at the sight of
his unguarded delight.

We trade barbs and banter as we circle each other, our words as quick and sharp as
our blades. He calls me "little blade" and "fierce one," his voice warm with affection
and respect. | shoot back with "old man" and "slow poke," relishing the way his eyes
flash with mock outrage.
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It's amost...fun. Like we're just two warriors, two equals, testing our skills and wits
against each other. Like the weight of our roles, our peoples, our history has lifted,
just for this moment, just for this space between breaths.

But of course, it can't last forever. Reality comes crashing back in the form of a
messenger, hurrying across the training ground with a harried expression on his face.

"My lord," he pants, sketching a hasty bow to Grok. "Forgive the interruption, but
there's news from the border. Urgent news."

Grok's expression hardens, the playful light in his eyes extinguished like a snuffed
candle. "Speak," he commands, his voice alow, authoritative growl.

The messenger swallows hard, his gaze darting nervously to me before fixing on
Grok. "There's been an attack, my lord,” he says, his voice trembling dlightly. "A
human raid on one of our supply caravans. They...they took prisoners, my lord.

Women and children."

Grok goes very still, his face a mask of cold, controlled fury. "Where?' he demands,
his voice a barely |eashed snarl.

"The Southern Woods, my lord. Just beyond the border."

Grok nods curtly, his jaw clenched. "Gather the war council,” he orders, his eyes
flashing with afierce, implacable resolve. "We ride at dawn."

The messenger bows hastily and scurries away, clearly eager to escape the warlord's



wrath. Grok watches him go, his expression bleak and distant.

"Grok," | say softly, taking a tentative step towards him. "I'm...I'm so sorry. Is there
anything | can..."

He holds up a hand, cutting me off. "No," he says, his voice flat and emotionless.
"There's nothing you can do, Lily. Thisis my burden to bear, my duty to fulfill."

He turns to me, his eyes shadowed with a pain and weariness that makes my heart
ache. "I am the warlord," he says quietly, his voice heavy with the weight of his
responsibilities. "l am the shield and the sword of my people, the one who must make
the hard choices, the terrible sacrifices. It ismy curse and my calling, and | can never,
ever forget that."

| stare at him, my throat tight with a sudden, wrenching sympathy. Gods, |
understand. | understand all too well the crushing weight of leadership, the awful
responsibility of holding livesin your hands.

"I know," | whisper, my voice cracking with emotion. "Believe me, Grok, | know. |
may be your prisoner, but | am also aleader of my people. | know what it is to make
those choices, to bear those burdens.”

He looks at me, his eyes searching mine with a desperate, aching intensity. "How do
you do it?" he asks, his voice raw and vulnerable in a way I've never heard before.
"How do you carry the weight of it all without breaking, without losing yourself?"'

| take a deep, shuddering breath, blinking back the sudden sting of tears. "You lean
on others," | say softly, reaching out to lay a tentative hand on hisarm. "You trust in
your allies, your advisors, your friends. You remember that you are not alone, that
you don't have to shoulder every burden by yourself."



He stares at me for a long, charged moment, his expression a mix of wonder and
longing. Then, slowly, he reaches up to cover my hand with his own, his rough,
calloused palm engulfing mine.

"I have no friends," he says quietly, hisvoice alow, pained rasp. "No true allies, save
perhaps Sharak. A warlord must stand alone, must be strong for his people. To show
weakness, to rely on others...it isavulnerability | cannot afford.”

My heart clenches at the raw anguish in his voice, at the bleak resignation in his eyes.
Gods, what a lonely, terrible existence. To be so powerful, so feared and
respected...and yet so utterly alone.

"You have me" | whisper, the words escaping me before | can stop them. "l know
I'm your prisoner, your enemy. But..but I'm also here, Grok. I'm here, and |
understand, and...and you don't have to be alone. Not anymore."

He goes very till, his eyes widening with shock and a desperate, disbelieving hope.
For a moment, he simply stares at me, his expression raw and vulnerable in a way
I've never seen before. Then, slowly, he lifts his other hand to cup my face, his thumb
brushing over my cheekbone with a tenderness that steals my breath.

"Lily," he whispers, my name a reverent prayer on hislips. "I...I don't know what to
say. | don't know how to..."

| lean into his touch, my eyes fluttering shut as | savor the warmth and strength of his
hand. "Then don't say anything,” | murmur, my voice soft but fierce. "Just let me be
here for you, Grok. Let me share your burdens, even if only for amoment.”

He makes a low, desperate sound in the back of his throat, his hand tightening on my
face. Then, before | can react, he's pulling me into his arms, crushing me against the
hard, hot wall of his chest.



| gasp, my hands coming up to clutch at his broad shoulders as he buries his face in
my hair, his breath harsh and ragged against my ear. For a moment, we simply cling
to each other, two lost and lonely souls finding solace in a moment of shared
understanding.

But then, slowly, inevitably, the heat between us begins to build. His large, calloused
hands start to roam over my back, my hips, his touch igniting sparks of desire that
dance along my nerve endings. | arch into him, a low moan escaping my lips as his
sharp teeth graze the sensitive skin of my neck, histusks pressing against my flesh.

"Grok," | gasp, my voice thick with need and longing, my human body dwarfed by
his massive ogre frame. "We...we shouldn't. We can't..."

"Shhh," he soothes, his deep, rumbling voice vibrating through me as his lips brush
the pointed shell of my ear. "Don't think, little human. Just feel. Just let yourself have
this, even if only for amoment."

And gods help me, | do. | surrender to the scorching heat, to the all-consuming
hunger, to the desperate, aching need that consumes me. Grok's huge hands are
everywhere, setting my skin ablaze with each searing touch, each brush of his battle-
roughened skin against my soft curves. His lipstrail afiery path down my neck, sharp
teeth grazing the delicate flesh and sending shockwaves of desire pulsing through my
veins.

"Grok," | gasp, my fingers tangling in his wild mane of hair, holding him closer.
"Please..."
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He growls against my throat, a primal, possessive sound that resonates from deep in
his broad chest and ignites something wild and reckless inside me. With a show of
effortless strength that steals the breath from my lungs, he lifts meinto hisarms asif |
weigh nothing, my legs instinctively wrapping around his thick, muscular waist as he
presses me back against the rough stone wall of the training yard.

The cold, unyielding surface is a stark contrast to the searing heat of his grey-tinged
skin, the hard, chiseled planes of his massive chest and abdomen molding perfectly to
my softer, more delicate human curves. | arch into him, craving more of that
delicious friction, that overwhelming sensation of being completely engulfed and
possessed by his powerful ogre body.

He claims my lips in a searing, purposeful kiss, hislong, thick tongue delving deep to
plunder my mouth, dancing with my tongue in a sensual tangle that makes the world
spin and tilt around me. | moan into his mouth, my hands roaming restlessly over the
huge expanse of his muscular back, feeling the ripple and flex of raw, untamed power
beneath my fingertips.

"Mine," he rasps against my lips, his deep, growling voice resonating through me like
aphysical caress, underscored by the scrape of his tusks against my skin. "Say you're
mine, little human. Say you belong to me."

“I...I can't,” | whimper, even as my body arches and writhes against him, craving his
touch, his possession. "We can't, Grok. It's madness, it's forbidden, it's..."

"It is fated,” he rumbles, his amber eyes burning into mine with an intensity that
steals my breath. "You are my mate, Lily. My match in every way. Denying it will



only make the claiming al the sweeter when you finally submit."

His words send a shiver of fear and longing through me, the primal part of me
yearning to give in, to let him clam me as his own. But | cling to my stubborn
resistance, to the tattered remnants of my duty and my loyalty to my people.

"I will never submit," | whisper fiercely, even as my body melts against him, reveling
in his strength, his heat. "I am not yours to claim, Grok. | belong to no one but
myself."

He chuckles darkly, the sound rippling through me like a physical caress. "We shall
see, little blade," he murmurs, hislipstrailing to my ear. "In the end, you will come to
me willingly, offering yourself up to be claimed in body and soul. This| vow."

With that, he sets me down, steadying me as | sway on trembling legs. | stare up at
him, my heart pounding, my skin flushed and tingling from his touch. Gods, how |
want to pull him back, to lose myself in his embrace and let the world fade away.

But | can't. | can't forget who | am, what | am. And what he is—my captor, my
enemy, the warlord who threatens everything | hold dear.

"I have to go,” | whisper, my voice cracking with the strain of holding back tears.
“I...I can't do this, Grok. | can't be what you want me to be."

He regards me steadily, his expression a mix of frustration, understanding, and a
fierce, unwavering determination. "Y ou aready are," he says softly, his hand coming
up to brush my cheek in a feather-light caress. "You just don't know it yet. But you
will. One day, you will."

With that, he turns and strides away, leaving me shaken and breathless in his wake. |
watch him go, my heart aching with a sudden, wrenching sense of loss.



What is happening to me? How can | feel this way, about him of al people? He is
everything I've been taught to hate, to fear...and yet, somehow, he's also becoming
everything | crave, everything | need.

It's madness. It's impossible. It's a betrayal of everything | am, everything I've ever
fought for.

And yet, as | stand there in the empty training yard, my body still thrumming with the
memory of histouch...

| can't help but wonder if maybe, just maybe...

He's right. Maybe this thing between us, this fire that consumes me, body and soul...

Maybe it's not madness at all. Maybe it's something else, something far more
powerful and inevitable.

Maybe it'sfate.
As | turn to leave, to seek the solace of my chamber and try to make sense of the
chaos raging inside me, a small, traitorous part of me whispers that maybe, just

maybe...

Grok's vow will come true, after al. Maybe, one day, | will go to him willingly,
offering myself up to be claimed by my mate, my match...

My king.

But that day is not today. Today, | am still the Red Blade, still the shield of
Thornhall. Today, | will cling to my duty, my honor, my loyalty to my people.



Even if it means denying the deepest, most secret longings of my heart.

For now, that will have to be enough. But as | walk away, | can feel the weight of
Grok's gaze on my back, the searing heat of his promise echoing in my bones.

And | know, with a certainty that both terrifies and thrills me...

That thisisfar from over. That he will never stop pursuing me, never stop fighting for
what he knowsis his.

For in the end, an ogre always claims his mate.



Page 17

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 10:00 am

Grok
Days Later

The Great Hall thrums with a strange mix of revelry and mourning, the air thick with
the copper tang of blood, the musk of sweat, and the bittersweet scent of firewine. My
clan fills the cavernous space, their faces a patchwork of fierce grins and solemn
frowns, fresh scars and tear-stained cheeks.

We have won a great victory today, driving back the human incursion at our borders
with steel and fury and the unbreakable will of the mountain itself. But that victory
came at a codt, as al such triumphs do. Too many empty seats at the feast tables, too
many pyres yet to be lit, too many goodbyes still unsaid.

| sit at the head of the high table, my own wounds throbbing beneath my bloodstained
furs, the weight of my fallen warriors heavy on my shoulders. | should be mourning
with my people, offering comfort and raising toasts to the glorious dead.

But al | can think about, all | can see, al | can fedl...is her.

Lily. My fierce little human, my sly and silver-tongued Red Blade. The woman who |
thought of as | fought my enemies, thinking of her, wishing she was by my side on
the battlefield. | could see her by my side one day, as the visions showed me, roaring
her defiance at our enemies even as they sought to cut her down.



She sits beside me now, her dlight form nearly swallowed by the massive throne, her
eyes darting warily around the hall as if expecting an attack at any moment. And
perhaps she's right to be on guard.

For | can fedl the weight of hostile stares, hear the low and angry mutters rippling
through the crowd like a poisonous tide. They don't understand, my people. They
look at Lily and see only a human, a weakling, an enemy. They don't see what |
Ssee—a warrior, a survivor, a spirit as indomitable and unyielding as the mountain
itself.

My mate. My match. My destiny.

| reach for my tankard, my movements slow and deliberate, each flex of muscle and
stretch of sinew an effort through the bone-deep ache of exhaustion. But even that
small action sends a fresh jolt of pain lancing through my side, my wounds screaming
protest at being so callously ignored.

Lily notices my grimace, her eyes widening in concern. "Y ou're hurt," she murmurs,
her voice low and urgent beneath the din of the hall. "Grok, you need to rest, to heal.
L et me help you back to your chambers..."

She haf-rises as if to assist me, her small hand falling to my forearm in a gesture of
support. But before she can complete the motion, a huge fist sslams down on the table
before us, rattling platters and toppling tankards with the force of itsimpact.

"You forget your place, human," snarls Marak, one of my most belligerent and bull-
headed captains. His eyes are flinty with rage and disgust as they rake over Lily's
dlight form, hislip curling in a sneer of pure contempt.

"You don't touch the warlord, you mewling sow. You don't help him, you don't
command him, and you sure as fuck don't belong at this table or in that throne. Y ou're



nothing but a prisoner, atoy, a piece of fuckmeat for the chief to amuse himself with
until hetires of your stringy thighs and tosses you to the wolves."

A roar of agreement goes up from the assembled warriors at his words, fists and
tankards pounding on tables in a raucous, threatening beat. | can feel the hostility
swelling like a cresting wave, the bloodlust and battle fever seeking a new outlet now
that our true enemies have been driven back.

And what better target than the lone human in their midst, the outsider, the upstart
female who daresto claim a place at their warlord's side?

Lily has gone pale and still beside me, her eyes huge in her bloodless face. But to her
credit, she does not cower or look to me for protection. She lifts her chin and stares
Marak down, defiance sparking in those moss-green depths.

"I am not nothing," she says quietly, each word falling like a stone into the churning
sea of anger seething around us. "I am Lily Thornwood, the Red Blade. | have fought
and bled for my people. | have been captured by your warlord, but | remain unbroken.
Y ou can not cow me, captain. Y ou can not break me. I. Am. Not. Yours.”

Something deep in my chest snarls in savage approval of her words, her courage, the
steely strength in that slender frame. This. Thisiswhy | claimed her, why | chose her,

why | will fight to the death to keep her.

She is a true daughter of the mountain, my Lily, as much as any warrior in this hall.
And | will make sure they all seeit, all acknowledgeit...

Before this night is through.

Ignoring the screaming agony of my wounds, the creaking protest of my battle-weary
muscles, | surge to my feet, towering over the assembly like a massive shadowed



pillar. Silence ripples outward from my sudden movement, every eye snapping to me,
wide and wary and waiting.

"You forget yourself, Marak,” | rumble, my voice low and lethally soft. "Y ou forget
to whom you speak, and in what manner. Tell me...do you wish to challenge me for
leadership of this clan? Do you think to wrest the title of warlord from my bloody
hands and spit on the traditions of our people?’

Marak goes still, his eyes widening as the full implication of my words sinks in. To
insult the warlord's chosen female, to question his judgment in such a way...it is
tantamount to a declaration of war, adirect assault on my strength and right to rule.

And thereis only one way such challenges can be met.

"N-no, my lord," he stammers, taking an involuntary step back. "I would never
presume to?—"

"And yet you have," | cut him off, my eyes hard as chips of flint. "You have insulted
she who | have claimed as my own, questioned my authority before the entire clan.
There must be an accounting, Marak. A reckoning. In blood and pain and the spilled
entrails of defiance."

| stalk towards him, each step slow and deliberate, the promise of violence crackling
from my frame like heat lightning. The crowd parts before me, scrambling back with
the ingrained deference of those who know their place in the pecking order.



Page 18

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 10:00 am

But | have eyes only for Marak, for the growing fear and horrified realization
contorting his battle-scarred features. He knows what's coming, knows the price of
his transgression. And from the sour stink of histerror, the quaking of hislimbs...

He knows he will not surviveit.

"P-please, my lord,” he babbles, dropping to his knees in supplication, his hands
raised in desperate entreaty. "Mercy, | beg you. | spoke in anger, in bloodlust, | didn't
mean?—"

"You meant every word," | snarl, my hand falling to the hilt of my greatsword, the
black blade rasping from its sheath with the finality of a tolling bell. "You have
guestioned my judgment, my strength, my very right to lead. And you. Will. Answer
forit."

| raise the sword high, the firelight dancing along its razor edge, the promise of a
swift and brutal death. Marak gibbers and cowers, his bowels loosening with fear, his
face amask of sniveling terror.

But before | can bring the blade down, before | can separate his treacherous head
from his spineless body...a small hand falls on my forearm, gentle but insistent.

"Wait," Lily says softly, and the single word is like a key turning in a lock, a cool
draft of sanity amidst the roaring flames of my fury.

| pause, the sword halting in its downward arc, and turn to look at her. She meets my
gaze steadily, her eyes calm and clear, a deep well of wisdom belied by her youthful



features.

"Don't kill him," she murmurs, pitching her voice for my ears alone. "He's afool, an
arrogant braggart, but he's still your warrior, your clan brother. His death will not
bind this clan closer to you...only drive the wedge of resentment and fear deeper.”

| stare at her, my breath coming hard and fast, my pulse pounding with the barely
leashed need for violence. She's right. | know she's right. A warlord must be strong,
must command respect and obedience...but he must also know mercy, know when to
stay his hand and spare alife for the greater good of the clan.

Even when every fiber of hisbeing screams for blood.

Slowly, with a supreme effort of will, | lower my sword, the blade dipping towards
the ground, the promise of death receding like a dark tide. Marak sags in relief, a
broken sob escaping hislips as he grovels at my feet.

"You are fortunate, Marak," | say coldly, looking down at his wretched, sniveling
form with utter contempt. "Fortunate that my Red Blade is wiser and more merciful
than |. For her sake, and the sake of clan unity...I will spare your miserablelife."

A discontented rumble goes through the crowd at my words, the warriors shifting and
muttering, their eyes darting between me and Lily with a mix of confusion and
simmering anger. | can feel their doubt, their disdain, the unspoken accusation that |
have grown soft, weak, unfit to lead.

And that...that, | can not alow. Not if | wish to keep my throne, my clan, my very
life.

| must make them see, make them understand the truth of what Lily is to me, what
she means to the future of the Bloodclaw. | must clam her, openly and



unequivocally, in away that leaves no room for doubt or dissent.

| must make her...my queen.

| sheathe my sword with a decisive snap, the sound echoing through the suddenly
silent hall like a thunderclap. Then, without aword, | turn on my heel and stride back
to the high table, back to the massive throne of blackened bone and beast-hide.

But | do not take my seat. Instead, | prowl around to the front of the throne, my
movements slow and deliberate, my eyes sweeping the assembled warriors with an
intensity that makes them flinch and look away.

"You think me weak," | say softly, my voice carrying to every corner of the hal
despite its low volume. "You think me compromised, unfit to lead, because | have
taken a human female as my consort. Y ou think she has made me soft, pliant, a slave
to her whims and wiles."

| reach out and grab Lily's wrist, yanking her roughly to my side. She yelps in
surprise, stumbling against me, but | wrap a steely arm around her waist, holding her
firm.

"But you are mistaken," | growl, my voice hardening to aruthless edge. "This female
is not my weakness. She is my strength, my sharpest blade, the steel that hones my
fury to akilling point."

| spin Lily to face me, one hand fisting in her hair, the other splayed possessively
over the small of her back. "Isn't that right, little human?* | rumble, loud enough for
al to hear. "You are mine to command, mine to master. You submit to me in all
things...don't you?"

| feel her stiffen in my arms, her eyes flashing with defiance. But then | lean in close,



my lips brushing her ear. "Play along, fierce one," | breathe, for her alone. "Let them
see your surrender, your devotion. Trust me..."

There's a beat, a breathless pause where | fear she will rebel, will balk at this bold
claming. But then she melts against me, her body softening, yielding, one hand
coming up to flutter at my chest.

"Yes, my lord," she says demurely, her lashes lowering, though | don't miss the tiny
quirk of her lips. "I am yoursto command...in al things."

A raucous cheer goes up from the assembled warriors at her words, fists and tankards
pounding the tables in approval. | feel a savage grin stretch my lips, both at their
reaction and the slow simmer of Lily's arousal, the scent of her need rising to tease
my nostrils.

"That's my good girl,” | praise loudly, my hand dsliding from her hair to grip her
throat, lightly but with clear threat. "My obedient little mate. And now...I think it's
time you showed the clan just how deep that obedience runs."

Without warning, | sit upon my throne, the blackened bone creaking beneath my
weight. Lily blinks at me, a question in her eyes, but | merely crook afinger at her, a
silent command.

The throne room falls silent, the crackle of the great hearth and the heavy breathing of
the watching warriors the only sounds. The air is thick with tension, with anticipation,
every eye fixed on the delicate human female standing before the warlord's throne.
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Lily's gaze darts around the room, taking in the sea of fierce, hungry faces, the
palpable weight of their scrutiny. | can smell her nervousness, her trepidation...but
beneath it, rising like smoke from a hidden flame, is the heady musk of her arousal.

She wants this, wants me, even as she fears the implications, the sheer audacity of
what I'm asking of her. | can seeit in the flush of her cheeks, the rapid rise and fall of
her breast, the way her tongue darts out to wet her suddenly dry lips.

"Cometo me," | rumble, pitching my voice low, for her ears alone. "Claim your place
at my side, in full view of the clan. Show them you are no mere prisoner, no passing
fancy...but a gueen in the making."

Her eyes meet mine, wide and luminous in the flickering torchlight. | hold her gaze,
letting her see the depth of my hunger, my need, the raw and ruthless certainty of my
claim on her.

“I...I don't know if | can,” she whispers, her voice trembling. "Grok, they're al
watching, judging. And my people... how can | betray them?"

My heart clenches at the vulnerable quaver in her tone, the genuine fear and self-
doubt shadowing her expression. Even now, even after all we've shared, al she's
seen...apart of her still sees ogres as beasts, her enemies at war. She plays her part as
the Red Blade even now, lifting her chin in defiance, her hand closing on an invisible
sword.

But | know better. | see the silk beneath the steel, the fragility behind the strong
facade. She is meant for me, meant to be my queen...and it's time she understood that,



once and for all.

"You could never dishonor your people,” | say fiercely, holding her gaze with the
force of my conviction. "What is between us is bigger than human or ogre, bigger
than warlord or warrior. You are my heart, my backbone, the very air in my lungs.
Without you, | am just another brute with a blade, another tyrant scrambling for
scraps of power and glory. But with you at my side...I am aking, Lily. Your king."

| extend my hand to her once more, a lifeline, a promise. "And a king needs his
gueen. Now, come...and let there be no more doubt, no more fear. Only certainty,
only strength...only us."

For a long, breathless moment, she remains motionless, frozen between the pull of
her own desire and the push of her lingering hesitation. The hall seems to hold its
collective breath, every heart pounding in sync with my own as we await her
decision, her choice.

And then, like adam bursting, like awildfire igniting...she moves.

Her chin dips, aflicker of challenge in her gaze, and she steps forward, gathering her
skirts in her hands. Slowly, deliberately, she hikes the fabric up to her thighs, baring
the creamy perfection of her legs to the hungry eyes of the horde.

A low, guttural sound ripples through the crowd, part gasp, part groan, al raw,
visceral want. | can practically feel the heat of their stares, the prickling weight of
their covetous hunger, and it makes my hackles rise, my lips peel back from my fangs
in asilent snarl of warning.

Mine, that snarl says, vicious and implacable. Look all you like, you curs, but touch
her and die screaming.



Lily must sense it too, the growing tension, the barely |eashed violence ssmmering in
the air. But she doesn't falter, doesn't so much as miss a step as she continues her
slow, sinuous advance, the fluid roll of her hips, the graceful sway of her body
turning the simple act of walking into a dance of sensual provocation.

A snarl buildsin my throat at the blatant display, my protective instincts warring with
the dark thrill of showing her off, flaunting my possession. But it's fleeting, drowned
out by the sudden roaring of my blood as she places one dainty foot on the throne
between my splayed thighs, then the other.

The throne creaks ominously as she settles her weight, ancient bones and battle-worn
leather protesting the addition of her dlight form. But it holds, this seat of savage
power and bloodstained glory, cradling her like the rare, precious treasure sheis.

Her scent engulfs me, roses and woman and the earthy musk of arousal, and | breathe
it in like a drowning man sucking down air, filling my lungs, my head, my very soul
with her essence.

And then she's straddling me, the heat of her core a brand even through the barrier of
my breeches, her hands braced on my shoulders as she slowly lowers herself onto my
lap. Her skirts pool around us, shielding the most intimate details from view, but
there's no mistaking the roll of her hips, the breathy little moan that escapes her
parted lips.

"Grok," she whispers, and the sound of my name on her tongue, husky and needful,
nearly undoes me. "Are you...are you sure you want to do this? To clam me so
openly, so irrevocably...it will change everything. There will be no going back."

| cup her face in my hands, my claws pricking her delicate skin, framing her in a cage
of lethal strength and ruthless control. She meets my gaze steadily, trustingly, the
green of her eyes dark and depthless with mingled desire and devotion.



"I have never been more certain of anything in my life," | breathe, the words a vow,
an oath sworn in blood and bone and the unbreakable bonds of the mating dance.
"You are my fate, Lily Thornwood. My destiny, my future...my forever. And | will
claim you, again and again, in every way that matters...until there is no corner of this
world or any other that does not know the truth of what we are to each other."

Her breath catches, her eyes widening. "Grok," she chokes out, my name a broken
prayer, a benediction. “I don’'t know what happens next, but | know you are my
heart...my king."

"My queen,” | answer fiercely, and then I'm kissing her, devouring her, drinking
down her soft cries and sweeter surrender like the finest of wines. She opens for me
instantly, her lips parting, her tongue darting out to dance and duel with my ownin a
clash of heat and hunger, passion and possession.

| plunder the honeyed recesses of her mouth even as my hands map the lush curves
and delicate hollows of her body, learning her anew, claiming every inch of her as my
own. She arches into my touch, a wanton little mewl vibrating against my lips as |
palm the ripe swells of her breasts, rolling and tugging at the pebbled peaks until they
strain against the fabric of her bodice.

"That's it," | rumble against her throat, my hands falling to her waist, guiding the
sinuous roll of her hips as she grinds down on the throbbing bulk of my arousal.
"Take what you need, sweet. Use me for your pleasure, right here before the entire
clan. Show them how well | satisfy you, how perfectly I fill you..."

She shudders in my arms, her head lolling back, exposing the creamy column of her
throat. | latch onto it hungrily, bathing her with my tongue, grazing her with my fangs

inaprimal claming, amark of possession.

"Let them see," | growl, my voice arough, grating rasp, every word seared with heat



and command. "Let them all bear witness, as you ride me, milk me...take me deeper
than any other, until you're wrung dry and senseless with pleasure. Until my scent is
in your very skin, my seed branding you to your core..."

Around us, the hall has fallen deathly silent, every eye riveted on the spectacle of the
warlord and his mate, locked in a dance as old as time itself. | can smell their shock,
their disbelief...but also their rising lust, the pheromone-thick musk of arousal.

It seeps into the air like smoke, curling around us, stroking over our skin like hungry,
guesting fingers. It mingles with Lily's scent, creating a perfume of raw, carnal need
that sets my blood to boiling, my cock to throbbing with the fierce demand for
completion.
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Take, that scent commands, a sirens song of basest hunger, most urgent instinct.
Claim. Conquer. Rut and ravage and fill her until she can hold no more...

With a snarl that borders on aroar, | surge up beneath her, my hands wrenching her
tight to my body as | grind myself against the scalding heat of her center. The thick
ridge of my cock notches against her clothed dlit, parting her folds, pressing into the
glick promise of her body, and she keens high and wild, her nails raking my
shoulders, her strong thighs clamping down on my pistoning hips.

"Please," she gasps out, a fractured, desperate prayer. "Please, Grok...I can't...|
need...| need you in me, around me. | need to fedl you, al of you...claming me,
filling me...making me forever yours..."

Her broken words shred the last of my restraint, the last tattered veil of control. With
a growl that rattles the very stones of the hearth, | reach between our fevered,
writhing bodies, my claws making short, savage work of her underclothes.

The fabric gives with a scream of rendering silk and lace, baring her to my touch, my
gaze...my possession. | barely have the presence of mind to fumble open my own
laces, to free the straining, engorged length of my cock to the steamy air, the avid
eyes of the crowd.

And then I'm gripping her, positioning her, the swollen head of my shaft nestling into
the hot, wet clasp of her sex. | can feel her quivering, pulsing against me, every

muscle and sinew wound tight in sweet, excruciating anticipation.

"Doit," she breathes into my ear, her voice a husky purr, a dark, honeyed command.



"Take me. Claim me, my warlord...once and for all."

“Lily," | groan, her name both a plea and a damnation...and then I'm pulling her
down, hilting myself into her scorching, silken depthsin asingle, relentless thrust.

She throws back her head with a wavering cry as | fill her, impale her, every thick,
pulsing inch of me driving deep into the clutch of her core. Her body bucks and jerks,
instinct warring with the sudden, shocking invasion...but then her hips are rolling,
undulating, taking me even deeper, welcoming me home.

"Yes," | hiss through gritted teeth, the pleasure so intense it borders on pain. "Fuck,
Lily...you feel...you are...gods, everything..."

The words dissolve into a strangled groan as she begins to move, setting a rhythm
atop me that is both maddening and exquisite. Each rise and fall of her hips sheathes
me in the liquid silk of her sex, every down stroke grinding her plush, swollen bud
into the base of my shaft, wringing whimpers and gasps from her kiss-reddened lips.

Lost in her—in us—I grip her waist with bruising force, guiding her, commanding
her...showing my clan with every fierce, driving thrust, every lewd, wet slap of flesh,
just who she belongs to. Just what sheisto me.

"My mate," | rasp out, the words garbled and guttural, torn from some deep, primal
place inside me. "My duchess of depravity, my goddess of sin...the queen of every
last beat of my black, battle-broken heart..."

Lily mewls in answer, her nails scouring my back, my shoulders, my arms...every
part of me she can reach as she rides me with wild, wanton abandon. Her pace
quickens, sharpens, the roll of her hips growing frantic and erratic as she chases her
pleasure, grinds herself down on the throbbing, iron-hard length of my cock like she
means to fuse us, molt us together into one writhing, ecstatic creature.



Around us, the hall has descended into a maelstrom of howls and snarls, grunts and
groans...a rising tide of savage, voyeuristic hunger, barely leashed. | can fed their
eyes on us, avid and hot and heavy, drinking down the depraved spectacle of their
warlord rutting his mate—his human mat—atop the very seat of his power.

It should shame me, should enrage me to have our most intimate, vulnerable
moments dissected, despoiled by the greedy gazes of the horde. But in this moment,
drunk on pleasure and passion and the fierce thrill of possession, | feel only a dark,
visceral satisfaction.

Let them see, | think savagely, my hands clutching Lily's pumping hips, my fangs
bared in a feral grin. Let them bear witness, let them learn, once and for all, who
holds the leash of their warlord's desire, his devotion. Let them watch me spill myself
in the hot, grasping depths of my female, and know...there will never be another.
Never any but her, for me.

Mine , my soul snarls as | surge up to meet Lily's downward strokes, as | rut into her
like a beast, like the monster | am in my marrow. My mate, my queen...my
everything.

"Grok," she gasps out, her voice hitching on a sob as her movements grow jerky,
spasmodic. "I'm...gods, I'm so close. Please, | need...| need you to..."

"I know," | pant, my claws flexing on her hips, my own release barreling down on me
like a storm surge, atidal wave of pleasure and pressure. "I've got you, little human.
I'm here. I'm...fuck, Lily... now."

With a broken cry, she shatters around me, her cunt bearing down on my cock like a
fist as she comes. Her climax rips through her with the force of a hurricane, bowing
her spine and tensing every straining muscle as she pulses and ripples, gushes and
throbs.



The feel of it—the tight, rhythmic squeeze of her sex, milking me, branding
me—detonates my own release like a grenade in my core. With a roar that shakes the
very rafters, | bury myself balls-deep in her quivering channel and let go, erupting in
great, shuddering spurts that paint her womb, fill her to overflowing with my heat,
my seed...my claim.

It goes on and on, the two of us locked together in an endless feedback loop of
ecstasy and completion, giving and receiving, possessing and being possessed.
Distantly, dimly, I'm aware of the baying of the crowd, the stamp and cheer and howl
of their bloodlust, their base approbation...but it's a shadow, an afterthought.

All that matters, all that exists...isher. My Lily. My heart, my home...my mate.

As the last aftershocks fade, as the world slowly reshapes itself around us, she
collapses against my sweat-slick chest, trembling and gasping, utterly wrung out. |
gather her close with hands that shake, cradling her, cherishing her...marveling at the
miracle of her, the impossibility of this moment.

“You are mine,” | rasp into the damp tangle of her hair, my voice raw and ragged,
stripped down to its barest essence. “You are my mate, Lily Thornwood, and |
cherish you with everything | am, everything | will ever be. You are my queen, my
congueror...the keeper of my soul.”

She lifts her head from my shoulder, her eyes flickering with an uncertain mix of
tenderness and trepidation. "And you are my king," she whispers back, her voice
trembling dslightly. "My shield, my shelter...but can | truly be your home, Grok? Can
ahuman ever really belong in the world of ogres, of monsters?

| swallow hard against the sudden ache in my throat, the burn of fear in my gut. This
woman, this brave, beautiful, impossible woman...she's everything. My world, my
future, the very beat and breath of me.



But can | ask her to give up her own world, her own people, to stand at the side of a
beast? Can | demand that sacrifice, knowing the toll it might take on her gentle,
valiant heart?

Slowly, gingerly, | shift her in my arms, easing my softening cock from the sweet
clasp of her sex. We both wince at the loss, the abrupt severance of our intimate
connection, and | ache to soothe her, to promise her forever...
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But the words stick in my throat, bitter with the taste of uncertainty, of looming loss.

"Shh, little human,” | murmur instead, pressing a kiss to her temple. "You're safe, |
swear it. I'll protect you, cherish you, for aslong as you'll have me."

For aslong as | can, my traitorous mind whispers. For as long as she can bear to look
on this monstrous face, these blood-stained claws...before the day she inevitably
flees, seeking the comfort and familiarity of her own kind.

She sighs, nestling deeper into my embrace, but | can feel the tension thrumming
through her, the unspoken doubts and fears that plague us both. Around us, the hal is
a cacophony of hoots and howls, lewd jests and bawdy cheers...but they sound
distant, muffled, asif filtering through a haze of dread.

"We should go," | say after along moment, regret and resignation heavy in my tone.
"Get you cleaned up, tended to. | was...less than gentle, in my need to claim you."

She huffs a strained laugh against my throat. "Y ou weren't the only one caught up in
the passion of the moment," she murmurs. "I seem to recall drawing my own blood,
my king, with how fiercely | clung to you."

| growl softly, tightening my arms around her. "Brazen wench," | rumble, trying for
playful and falling short. "What am | going to do with you, hmm?'

"Love me," she whispers, and there's a desperate edge to it, a breathless plea. "Fight
for me, for us...but Grok, if you ever fed I'm not worth the battle, the risk...I'll
understand. I'll...I'll let you go, no matter how it breaks me."



My heart clenches at her words, at the glimmer of noble self-sacrifice in her eyes. Oh,
my fierce, fragile flower...always so ready to martyr herself, to bear the burdens of
the world on her slim shoulders.

But maybe she's right. Maybe loving me, choosing me, is a weight too heavy for any
human to carry. Maybe, in the end...I'll have to be the one to let her go. To free her
from the gilded cage of my devotion before it becomes a shackle, a noose.

Not yet, | vow silently, fiercely. Not until I've exhausted every effort, moved every
mountain, to keep her at my side. Not until I've proven, beyond the dightest doubt,
that ogre and human, monster and maiden...we belong.

| cup her face in my great, battle-scarred hands, my claws carefully sheathed. "Never
doubt that | care for you, Lily," | rasp, my eyes burning into hers. "Never doubt that
you are worth it, worth any price or peril. You are my mate, my destiny...and | will
fight for you, for us, until my last breath."

"And if it's not enough?' she whispers, her pulse fluttering, a tear gathering beneath
her eyes. "If I'm not enough, in the end? What then, Grok?"

| brush away her tears with the pad of my thumb, my own eyes stinging and blurred.
"Then...then | will honor your wishes," | manage, each word ripped from my very
marrow. "I will set you free, no matter how it guts me. Because your happiness, your
peace...they will always come first. Before my own desires, my own bleeding soul if
need be."

She makes a small, broken sound, her hands coming up to cradle my jaw. "l don't
want to be free of you," she breathes, and it sounds like a vow, a prayer. "l want to be
yours, Grok, in every way. I'm just...I'm terrified | won't be enough. That I'll fail you,
disappoint you...and lose you."



"Never," | growl, low and fierce. "Never, Lily. You could never disappoint me, never
be less than everything | want, everything | need. You're it for me, don't you see?
There will never be another, never a second | don't crave you, cherish you, with every
beat of my black, battle-broken heart."

| seal my words with akiss, hard and hot and hungry, pouring every ounce of my lust,
my certainty, into the slant of my mouth on hers. She moans into the kiss, her arms
twining around my neck, her lush curves pressing urgently to my harder planes.

For a moment, the world falls away, narrowing down to the sweet, scorching
perfection of her mouth, her skin, her presence in my arms. For a moment, the future
is blindingly bright, shimmering with possibility, with promise.

But al too soon, the uncertainties come creeping back in, dousing the blazing hopein
my breast with cold claws of doubt. All too soon, | remember the reality beyond this
hall, this haven...the reality that would see us torn asunder, our bonds reduced to
ashes and regret.

Slowly, reluctantly, | break the kiss, resting my forehead against hers as we both
struggle for air, for equilibrium. "We should go," | rasp again, the words heavy and
hoarse. "Face the challenges to come, whatever they may be. Together, for aslong as
the fates allow."

She nods, a flicker of sorrow in her eyes, of grim understanding. "Together," she
echoes softly. "Come what may, Grok...I'm with you, for you. Until the bitter end, if

need be."

And beyond, | vow silently. In this life and whatever waits on the other side...l will
find you, fight for you. Wait for you.

Always.



With that thought held tight to my heart like a talisman, | rise from the throne with
Lily cradled against my chest. | hold her close, breathe in the scent of her, the essence
of her...and then | turn to face the crowd, the clan, my expression hardening into a
mask of resolute defiance.

Let them jeer, let them doubt. Let them question the devotion of a warlord to his
human mate, the staying power of a connection so strange and scorned.

| will prove them all wrong, with every beat of my heart, every breath in my lungs. |
will build a future with this woman at my side, because of this woman at my side...or
| will perish in the attempt.

Thereis no other path for me now. No other purpose.

She is my queen, my reason...my home. And come what may, whatever battles lie
ahead...

| will never stop fighting to keep her, to honor her. To be worthy of her.

This | swear, on the blood in my veins and the fire in my soul. This | vow, before the
eyes of the clan and the spirits of the ancestors.
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Lily Thornwood...is mine. And | will never, never let her go.

No matter how loud the doubts howl...or how deep the uncertainties cut.

Lily

I'm still shaking as Grok carries me through the torch-lit corridors of the stronghold,
my heart pounding a frantic tattoo against my ribs. The heat of his body, the strength
of his arms around me...it's overwhelming, intoxicating, a heady rush of sensation
that leaves me dizzy and aching.

| can't believe what just happened, what we did...out there in front of the entire clan,
the entire stronghold. The way he touched me, took me, staking his claim for all to

It was wild and wanton and utterly, deliciously depraved. And gods help me...I loved
every second of it, every scorching caress and filthy promise growled against my
skin.

Even now, even with the haze of lust receding and the weight of reality pressing in...|
can't bring myself to regret it, to feel shame or remorse for my brazen display, my
shameless surrender.

Because in that moment, lost in the heat and hunger of Grok's embrace...l felt free.
Fearless. As if nothing and no one could touch me, tame me, so long as | was in his



arms, anchored by his strength.

As if | belonged there, fitted against him like a key in a lock, two halves of a
shattered whole finally fused together.

It's a terrifying thought, a treacherous one. Because | can't afford to belong to him, to
anyone. | can't afford to let myself be swept away by the storm of sensation, of need,
that rages between us.

| have a duty, a destiny...and it doesn't include playing mate to a monster, no matter
how he makes me feel, how he sets my very soul ablaze.

But for tonight, a small, secret part of me whispers, for this one stolen moment out of
time...can't | pretend? Can't | let myself fedl, just for alittle while...before | have to be
strong again, before | have to fight again?

The yearning, the longing, is so sharp it steas my breath, brings tears to my eyes.
Gods, | want to. | want to belong to him, to this fierce, fascinating male who

challenges me, changes me, with every touch, every glance.

| want to lose myself in the wild, untamed beauty of hisworld, his being...and never,
ever be found.

But | can't. | can't, no matter how my heart pounds and my body burns at the thought.
No matter how right it feels, here in his arms, breathing in the scent of him, of us...

| have to be strong. | have to remember who | am, what | am...and why | can never,
ever truly be his.

No matter how much | might want to be.



Grok shoulders open the door to his chambers—our chambers, a treacherous voice
whispers—and strides inside, kicking it shut behind us with a decisive thud. The
room is dim and warm, lit only by the flickering glow of the hearth and a few
scattered candles.

It should feel strange, alien, this place that is so utterly, unapologetically his...but
somehow, it feels like home. Like safety, a sanctuary from the chaos and conflict that
rages beyond these walls.

Gently, amost reverently, Grok lowers me to the furs that cover the massive bed, his
amber eyes molten in the firelight. | sink into the soft embrace of pelts and blankets,
my body humming with anticipation, with need, as he looms over me, his huge frame
blocking out the rest of the world.

"Lily," he rumbles, his voice a low, rasping growl that shivers through me like a
physical caress. "My mate, my queen...gods, do you have any idea what you do to
me? How desperately | crave you, every second of every fucking day?"

| swallow hard, my throat suddenly dry, my pulse awild staccato in my veins. " Show
me," | whisper, holding his gaze with my own, letting him see the hunger, the
yearning, that mirrors his own. "Make me fed it, Grok. Make me yours...in every
way thereis."

A snarl rips from his throat, a sound of pure, primal want, and then he's on me, over
me, his mouth claiming mine in a kiss that sears me to my very soul. | open for him
instantly, eagerly, my lips parting and my tongue tangling with hisin awild, wanton
dance.

His hands are everywhere, tugging at my clothes, my hair, mapping my curves with a
possessive, almost desperate greed. | arch into his touch, moaning into his mouth as
he palms my breasts, his thumbs circling and teasing my nipples into aching peaks.



"Off," he growls against my lips, his claws shredding my dress like so much tissue
paper. "l need to see you, feel you...gods, Lily, | need to taste every fucking inch of

you...

| gasp as the cool air hits my bared skin, pebbling my flesh and making me shiver.
But it's nothing compared to the heat of his gaze as it rakes over me, the raw, reverent
hunger that blazes in those amber depths.

"Beautiful,” he rasps, his voice thick and hoarse with emotion. " So fucking beautiful,
my mate...my perfect, precious girl..."

His head dips, his mouth trailing scorching kisses down the column of my throat,
across the sensitive skin of my collarbones. | tangle my fingers in his hair, holding
him to me as he laves and nips and worships my flesh, as if he means to memorize
me with lips and tongue and teeth.

When he reaches my breasts, drawing one aching peak into the hot, wet cavern of his
mouth, | nearly come off the bed with a ragged cry of pleasure. He suckles me
fiercely, his tongue swirling and flicking, his teeth grazing the sensitive bud and
sending sparks of sensation sizzling through my blood.
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"Yes," | gasp, my back bowing, my nails raking down his scalp and shoulders. "Oh
fuck, Grok, yes...just like that, don't stop, please don't stop..."

He growls around my nipple, the vibrations shivering through me like a caress, and
redoubles his efforts, his mouth working me into a frenzy of pure, mindless need. His
hand comes up to cup and knead my other breast, rolling and plucking at the nipple
until I'm writhing beneath him, my body alive wire of sensation.

I'm so lost in the pleasure, the pounding want, that | barely register his other hand
skimming over my ribs, my stomach...until it reaches the dlick, swollen heat of my
still-sensitive sex, and everything snaps into sharp, startling focus. This isn't like the
throne room, so fast and frantic, in front of everyone. This time it's just us, just me
and the warlord, hisfingers slow and deliberate.

"Oh gods," | choke out, my hips bucking instinctively into his touch. "Grok, please..."

"Shh," he soothes, pressing soft, suckling kisses to the inside of my thigh. "Let me
take care of you, sweet...let me worship you the way you deserve... the way I've
ached to, since the moment | first scented you on the wind."

My thighs fall open at the dominance in his voice, and | tug him to me. | whimper as
he lowers his mouth to my folds, his tongue stroking and exploring. | cry out and
buck against him, my legs twitching with the pleasure of his mouth against my sex.
He groans against my skin when he feels how wet | am, how ready for another round,
his touch growing firmer, more purposeful as he seeks out the throbbing little bud at
the apex of my sex.



When he finds it, circling it with the warm tip of histongue, | nearly scream with the
sharp, shocking bliss of it. Pleasure lances through me like lightning, like the wild
magic that crackles in the air between us, and | buck and thrash mindlessly, my body
moving with hisin an ancient, primal dance.

He plays me masterfully, his tongue confident and knowing, wringing gasps and cries
and broken pleas from my lips like the most erotic of melodies. He seems to know
just how to suckle me, just where to stroke and circle and lav, to send me hurtling
towards the edge with dizzying speed.

"Lily,” he murmurs as he sinks one thick finger into me. "Gods, you're so tight, so
perfect...l can feel you, squeezing me..."

"More," | beg, seeking more friction, more touch. "Grok, please, | need...| need..."

"I know," he rumbles, another finger joining the first. "I know what you need,
sweet...and I'm going to give it to you. All of it, until you're shaking apart in my arms,
until you're ruined for any touch but mine..."

My hips buck and roll, shameless and hungry, as he takes his fingers and crooks them
just so against the sensitive spot behind my pubic bone. His mouth joins his fingers
again and he sucks on my clit until | see stars, thrusting against the hot wetness of his
clever ogre mouth. | shatter with a wild, keening wail, my body convulsing around
him as | come harder than | ever havein my life.

Wave after wave of pure, electric ecstasy crashes over me, through me, until I'm
boneless and trembling in his arms, my heart pounding and my breath coming in

ragged gasps.

Distantly, | feel him shudder against me, a low, guttural groan vibrating through his
chest as he gentles me through the aftershocks, his fingers slowing but not stopping



their intimate caress.

“That's it, my Red Blade," he rasps, his voice raw and ragged with his own need.
"Gods, you're so fucking perfect when you come for me...I could watch you fall apart,
make you fall apart, every second of every fucking day and never, never get
enough..."

| moan softly, tilting my hips into his touch, already feeling the tendrils of renewed
arousal licking through my veins. "Want you," | manage to gasp out, my hands
scrabbling clumsily at his shoulders, his arms. "Please, Grok...I need to feel you, al
of you..."

He snarls, a sound of pure, predatory hunger, and surges up to claim my mouth again,
his tongue plundering and possessing. His tusks brush my skin, hard and
unmistakably ogre, unmistakably male, and it only makes me hotter, needier, my
body craving hiswith aferocity that steals my breath.

He makes quick work of his own clothes, his claws shredding leather and linen like
they're nothing more than cobwebs in his path. And then he's settling between my
thighs, his huge, heavily muscled body blanketing mine, his heat and hardness
searing me even through the barrier of his skin.

"Look at me,” he commands softly, raising up on one elbow to stare down into my
eyes. "l want to watch you, see you...when | make you mine, when | clam you so
deep neither of uswill ever forget."

| shudder at the dark, decadent promise in his voice, my breath hitching as | feel the
broad, blunt head of his cock nudging at my entrance. He's so big, so hard and hot
and heavy...I don't know how I'm going to take him again, how I'm going to survive
the intensity, the immensity, of his possession.



But gods, | want to. | want to be filled, stretched, branded by his body, his being. |
want to feel every inch of him, deep and driving and relentless, until there's no part of
me that isn't his, that isn't marked and molded and made for his pleasure, his power.

“Yes," | tell him, reaching for another kiss. "Yes, Grok...my warlord, my king. Take
me, claim me...make me yours, now and forever."

A snarl rips from his chest, savage and exultant, and then he's pushing forward,
breaching me with one slow, inexorable thrust. 1 gasp at the sudden, shocking
fullness, my eyes fluttering shut as my body struggles to accommodate his thick, rigid
length.

"No," he growls, his hand coming up to grip my chin, tilting my face back to his.
"Keep them open, Lily. Watch me...watch us."

| obey with a shuddering moan, my eyes locking with his as he begins to move, his
hips rocking and rolling in a deep, driving rhythm that sends sparks of pleasure-pain
skittering up my spine. He's huge, stretching and filling me beyond what | thought |
could bear...but gods, it feels incredible, a sweet, searing ache that builds and builds
with every thrust, every grinding circle of his pelvis against mine.

"So tight," he rasps, his voice strained and guttural with the effort of hisrestraint. "So
perfect, gripping me like a fucking fist...gods, Lily, you were made for me, made to
take me...so fucking deep..."

| can only whimper in response, my fingers clawing at his back, his arms, anchoring
myself against the tidal pull of his body, his hunger. He feels massive inside me, a
steel-hard column of flesh that rubs and strokes every sensitive nerve ending, every
secret sweet spot | never even knew | had.

It's amost too much, too intense, too consuming...but at the same time, it's not



enough. | need more, harder, faster, until I'm shaking apart in his arms, until I'm
shattering into a million billion pieces that only he can put back together.

"Harder," | pant, my teeth sinking into my lower lip as | grind myself onto his
pistoning cock. "Fuck me harder, Grok...gods, | need it, | need you...ruin me for
anyone else, make me yours..."

A raw, ragged groan tears from his throat, and then he's sslamming into me like a
beast, his hips jackhammering and his hands bruising on my thighs as he hoists me
into each brutal, battering thrust. The lewd, liquid sounds of our bodies coming
together echoes obscenely in the close, cavern-like chamber, a carnal chorus that
spurs us both to greater heights of desperation, of depravity.
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"Mine," he snarls, his eyes wild and feverish on my face, his tusks grazing my throat
with every word. "Mine, Lily...my mate, my queen...fucking MINE..."

"Yes," | sob, my head thrashing on the furs, my nails scoring his flexing back and
shoulders. "Yes, yes, yours, only ever yours...oh fuck, oh gods, Grok...I'm going to...|

cant...

"That'sit," he growls, his calloused ogre skin rubbing my clit with every thrust. "Take
it, Lily. Take me, al of me, everything | am...fuck, you feel so good, so right..."

"Grok," | beg, shameless and wanton. "l can'...it's too much, I'm going to...going
to..."

"Do it," he commands, his hoarse voice shooting through me like lighting. "Come on
my cock, Lily...drench me, milk me...give me everything, take everything...now..."

And | do. Oh gods, | do, my orgasm slamming into me like a tidal wave, like a
tsunami, swamping me in pure, electric ecstasy. | buck and writhe and scream my
pleasure to the smoke-stained rafters, my body clenching and rippling around his
pulsing, pistoning hardness like I'm trying to pull him into my very soul.

Through the haze of bliss, of rapture, | feel him shudder and swell inside me, his cock
jerking and twitching as he finds his own release. He buries himself to the hilt with a
roar that shakes the very stones, pulsing and spurting and flooding me with the thick,
scorching heat of his seed.

It seems to go on forever, the two of us locked together in an endless feedback loop



of pleasure and possession, giving and taking, claming and being claimed. But
finaly, blessedly, the maelstrom passes, leaving us limp and gasping in its wake, our
sweat-dlick bodies tangled together in an unbreakable knot.

Grok collapses onto me with a shuddering groan, his weight a welcome burden, a
benediction. | wrap my arms around him, cradling him close as he buries his face in
my throat, his breath ragged and his heart pounding against mine.

"I loveyou," he rasps, his voice raw and wrecked, stripped down to its barest essence.

"Lily Thornwood, my heart, my home...I love you, with everything | am, everything |
will ever be."

| close my eyes against the sudden sting of tears, the clench of emotion in my chest. |
want to say it, to whisper the words that beat like hummingbird wings against my

ribcage, that sear the tip of my tongue with their desperate, aching truth.

But | can't. | can't, no matter how much my heart yearns, my soul cries out for the
solace, the certainty, of that declaration.

Because it would be alie. A beautiful, bittersweet lie, but alie nonethel ess.

| don't love him. | can't love him, this beast, this brute who's stolen me away from my
home, my very self.

Canl?

No. No, it's impossible, it's madness. I'm just...caught up in the moment, drunk on
pleasure and passion and the dark, decadent thrill of the forbidden.

It's not real. It can't be real, no matter how it feels, how it burns like a brand on my
heart, my soul...



So | swallow down the words, the wanting, and simply hold him tighter, stroking his
hair and his heaving shoulders as he shudders and shifts above me. | press a soft,
tender kissto histemple, my lips lingering on the salt-sweet taste of his skin.

"And you are my king," | murmur, my voice a gentle croon in the hushed, heavy air.
"I've got you, Grok. I'm here. I'm here..."

He makes a low, broken sound deep in his chest, his arms tightening around me like
he's afraid I'll disappear if he lets go. "Stay," he rasps, the word muffled against my
throat. " Stay with me, Lily. Don't...don't leave me. Please."

My heart clenches at the raw, naked vulnerability in his voice, the desperate yearning.
In this moment, he doesn't sound like a warlord, a conqueror...but like a lost little
boy, aching for comfort, for connection.

For love, pure and simple and soul -deep.

"I'm not going anywhere," | whisper, the words tasting like ashes on my tongue even
as | breathe them into his hair, his skin. "I'm yours, Grok. For as long as you want me,
for aslong as you need me...I'll beright here. | promise.”

It's alie. | know it's a lie, even as the vow fals from my lips like a benediction, a
blessing. Because as soon as I'm able, as soon as his defenses are lowered. ..

I'll be gone. Fled back to my people, my purpose, leaving nothing behind but rumpled
furs and the lingering scent of our passion, our pain.

Leaving him behind, this fierce, fascinating male who's burrowed so deep into my
heart, my very being...that | don't know how I'll ever dig him out, ever forget the feel
of histouch, histaste...



The way he makes me feel, cherished and challenged and consumed, body and breath
and burning, aching soul.

It's for the best, | tell myself, even as | bury my facein his hair, breathing himin like
he's the very air in my lungs. It's for his best, and yours. Y ou could never truly be
his...and he could never truly be yours.

Not in the way that matters. Not in the way that lasts, beyond the passion and the
pleasure and the fleeting, flickering fire.

You have to go. You have to leave, before it's too late...before you're lost to him,
bound to him, in away that can never be undone.
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Slowly, so slowly, Grok's breathing evens out, his body growing heavy and lax in my
arms. | stroke his hair, his back, gentling him down into the warm, waiting
dark...even as | blink back the tears that want to fall, the sobs that want to shake me

apart.

Just one night, | tell myself, a prayer and a plea and a desperate, aching promise. Just
one night to be his, to feel his, down to the marrow of my bones, the chambers of my
heart...

Before | have to be strong again. Before | have to let him go.
10
Grok

| carry Lily through the torch-lit corridors of the stronghold, her slight weight a
precious burden in my arms. The heat of her body, the soft press of her curves against
my chest...it's intoxicating, maddening, a temptation that sets my blood to boiling and
my heart to pounding.

| want her. Gods, how | want her, with a hunger that goes beyond mere flesh, mere
need. | want to claim her, consume her, brand her as mine in every way thereis...until
she'simprinted on my very soul, a part of me as vital and necessary as breath.

Until she's bound to me, irrevocably and eternally...just as I'm bound to her, heart and
body and burning, aching spirit.



Mine, | think fiercely, savagely, as | shoulder open the door to our chambers. Mine,
mine, mine...

The room is dim and warm, lit only by the flickering glow of the hearth and a few
scattered candles. But it's enough to limn Lily's face in gold, to paint her skin in
shades of honey and cream as | lower her gently to the furs of our bed.

“Lily," I rumble, my voice low and rough with emotion. "My mate, my queen...gods,
do you have any idea what you do to me? How desperately | crave you, every second
of every fucking day?"'

Her breath hitches, her eyes fluttering shut as she leans into my touch. "Show me,"
she breathes, a plea and a challenge all at once. "Make me fedl it, Grok. Make me
yours...in every way thereis."

A growl tears from my throat, a sound of pure, primal need. In a heartbeat, I'm on
her, my mouth claiming hers in a kiss that sears me to my very soul. She opens for
me with a soft, needy sound, her lips parting and her tongue tangling with mine in a
slow, sensual dance that makes my blood burn, my body ache with the need to
possess her, to make her mine.

My hands are everywhere, tugging at her clothes, her hair, mapping the lush curves
and delicate hollows of her body like I'm blind and she's my only anchor, my only
light. She arches into my touch with a breathy little moan, her own fingers scrabbling
at my shoulders, my back, asif she'strying to pull me closer, to crawl inside my very
sKin.

"Off," | grunt against her lips, my claws shredding her dress like so much gossamer.
"I need to see you, fedl you...gods, Lily, | need to taste every fucking inch of you..."

She gasps as the cool air hits her bared flesh, her nipples pebbling into tight, rosy



peaks that make my mouth water, my cock throb.

"Beautiful. So fucking beautiful, my mate...my perfect, precious girl..."

| lower my head to lave one with my tongue, savoring the salt-sweet taste of her, the
way she shudders and mewls beneath me like I'm unmaking her with every touch,
every rasp of my teeth against her tender skin.

“Yes,” she pants, her fingers tangling in my hair, holding me to her. "Oh fuck, Grok,
yes...just like that, don't stop, please don't stop..."

| growl my approval, my lips closing around her nipple and suckling, hard and
greedy. She bucks up with a choked cry, her nails digging into my scalp as pleasure
courses through her, as | course through her, branding her with my mouth, my need.

| could spend hours like this, | think hazily, lost in the hot, honeyed haven of her
body. | could spend days learning her, mapping her, wringing sweet, desperate
sounds from her kiss-bruised lips...until she's trembling and taut, my name a broken
litany on her tongue as | shatter her again and again.

But the need, the hunger, is too fierce, too consuming. It roars through my veins like
wildfire, demanding more, harder, until there's no part of her that doesn't bear my
mark, my claim.

With a low, rough sound, | release her breast and blaze a trail of hot, open-mouthed
kisses down the taut plane of her stomach. She quivers beneath me, her breath
coming quick and shallow, her fingers gentling in my hair like she's soothing a wild
thing, a creature of fang and fury.

And maybe | am, | think dimly. Maybe she's the only one who can gentle me, tame
me...even as she stokes the flames of my desire higher, hotter, until I'm half-mad with



the need to have her, to claim her as my own.

| reach the apex of her thighs, breathing in the sweet, musky scent of her arousal.
Gently, reverently, | part her folds with my fingers, baring the dlick, glistening pink
of her sex to my hungry gaze.

"Oh gods,” she says, writhing beneath my hungry touch. "Grok, please..."

"Shh," | soothe, pressing a soft kiss to the inside of her thigh. "Let me taste you,
sweet. Let me worship you the way you deserve...the way I've ached to, since the
moment | first scented you on the wind."

She shudders at my words, a low, liquid moan threading from her lips...and then her
thighs are falling open in silent invitation, her fingers tangling in my hair and urging
me closer.

With a rumble of pure, masculine satisfaction, | lower my mouth to her glistening
folds and feast, my tongue delving deep to lap at her essence. She cries out sharply,
her back bowing like a drawn bow as | stroke and swirl and suckle, losing myself in
the taste of her, the feel of her, hot and soft and perfect against my lips.

| could die like this, | think wildly. | could suffocate in the sweet, sick heat of her
and count it a good death, the best death...because | would have known her, claimed
her, in the most intimate way thereis.
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| would have made her mine, if only for a moment...and that's worth any price, any
sacrifice.

But | don't want just a moment. | want a lifetime, an eternity...and I'll be damned if |
let anything, even my own treacherous desires, steal that chance away.

So | gentle my touch, my hunger, laving her with soft, savoring strokes until she's
boneless and trembling, little mewling cries catching in her throat. Only then do |
ease one thick finger inside her, groaning at the tight, slick clench of her body around
me.

"Lily," | rasp against her flesh, my eyes fluttering shut as | fight for control. "Gods,
you're so tight, so perfect...| can fedl you, squeezing me..."

"More," she gasps, her hips rolling shamelessly against my hand. "Grok, please, |
need...l need..."

"I know," | croon, working a second finger into her silken heat. "I know what you
need, sweet...and I'm going to giveit to you. All of it, until you're shaking apart in my
arms, until you're ruined for any touch but mine..."

She shudders violently, her thighs clamping around my head as | crook my fingers
just so, finding that secret, spongy spot that makes her see stars. Her climax hits her
like a thunderbolt, fierce and sudden, and she wails through it, her body clenching
and rippling around my fingers like she's trying to pull me deeper, to fuse us together
at the most fundamental level.



| groan at the feel of her, the taste of her, honeyed bliss flooding my mouth as she
shatters. | lap at her greedily, dragging out her pleasure until she's limp and boneless,
little aftershocks shivering through her sweat-damp skin.

"That's it, my Red Blade," | praise her, my cock hard and throbbing against my laces,
so huge | swear it could tear them apart. "Gods, you're so fucking perfect when you
come for me...I could watch you fall apart, make you fall apart, every second of every
fucking day and never, never get enough..."

She moans, her cheeks flush and her nipples peaked with arousal. "Want you," she
mewls, reaching for me. "Please, Grok...| need to feel you, al of you..."

| snarl, so fucking hard for her, so hot and hungry. | claim her mouth with mine,
loving the way she opens to the taste of herself on my tongue, my tusks pressing into
her soft human cheeks. She writhes and thrusts against me, hot and bothered like the
needy little human that she is. | want her begging, want her shameless and exposed,
desperate for me, so | thrust my fingers into her slick channel until she pants with
need, wet and clenching.

Only then do | rise up over her, my fingers slipping from her body to fumble urgently
at the laces of my breeches. My cock springs free with a ragged groan of relief, heavy
and hard and weeping with need.

Lily makes a soft, hungry sound at the sight of me, her eyes dark and hazy with lust.
She reaches for me with shaking hands, but | catch her wrists gently, pinning them to
the furs above her head.

“Look at me,” | rasp, my voice guttural and strained. "l want to watch you, see
you...when | make you mine, when | claim you so deep neither of us will ever
forget."



She shudders beneath me, her eyes flaring wide and wild. "Yes," she breathes,
arching up to brush her lips against mine. "Yes, Grok...my warlord, my king. Take
me, claim me...make me yours, now and forever."

| snarl at her words, at the sweet, searing rightness of them...and then I'm surging
forward, the thick head of my cock notching against her dlick, swollen entrance. |
pause there for a heartbeat, savoring the heat of her, the way she pulses and clenches
aready, like she's craving my possession, my conquest.

Like she's been made for it, destined for it...just like I've been made for her, forged in
the fires of fate and fortune to be the other half of her soul, the missing piece of her
heart.

“No,” I command hoarsely as she tries to close her eyes, my eyes locking with hers,
dark amber to stormy green. "Keep them open, Lily. Watch me...watch us."

She nods jerkily, her gaze never leaving mine...and then I'm pushing forward,
sheathing myself inside her in one long, relentless stroke. She cries out at the sudden
fullness, her hands flying to my shoulders and her nails digging into my skin...but her
body welcomes me, clutches at me, yielding and molding to my invasion like I'm
coming home, finding absolution in the sweet, secret depths of her.

“To tight,” | groan, my forehead dropping to rest against hers as | fight the urge to
just pound into her, to take her with all the savage force roaring through my veins.
"So perfect, gripping me like a fucking fist...gods, Lily, you were made for me, made
to take me...so fucking deep..."

She mewls breathily, tilting her hips to take me deeper. “Harder,” she gasps, a dark
and deadly challenge. "Fuck me harder, Grok...gods, | need it, | need you...ruin me
for anyone else, make meyours..."



| snarl at the sweet, searing command in her tone, my control snapping like a frayed
tether. With a low, guttural growl, | begin to move, my hips pistoning in a deep,
driving rhythm that drags strangled cries from her lips, that makes the furs beneath us
tremble with the force of my thrusts.

I'm lost to her, | realize dimly. Lost to the tight, slick heat of her, gripping me like a
fist...to the broken music of her gasps and moans, the way she arches and bucks and
writhes beneath me like I'm unmaking her, remaking her, with every fierce push and
pull of our bodies.

Lost to us, and the wild, unfettered need that crackles between us, that binds us
together more surely than any vow, any claim.

"Mine," | snarl, watching her face as | take her, as my tusks brush against her delicate
human throat. "Mine, Lily...my mate, my queen...fucking MINE..."

"Yes," she sobs, her voice making my cock throb inside her wet pussy, her nails
gouging deep channels in my thick skin. "Yes, yes, yours, only ever yours...oh fuck,
oh gods, Grok...I'm going to...I can't..."

"That'sit," | growl, angling my hips to grind against her clit with every thrust. "Take
it, Lily. Take me, al of me, everything | am...fuck, you feel so good, so right..."

"Grok," she sobs, and it sounds like a prayer, like a plea. "I can't...it's too much, I'm
going to...going to..."

"Do it," | command, my voice a low, rolling thunder. "Come on my cock,
Lily...drench me, milk me...give me everything, take everything...now..."

She shudders violently, her head thrashing on the furs...and then she's shattering with
araw, ragged scream, her body clamping down around me like avise. | groan at the



sweet, savage bliss of it, the way she ripples and pulses and milks my aching
flesh...and then I'm following her over the edge with a roar that shakes the very
stones, spilling myself deep inside her in thick, pulsing jets.
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It seemsto go on forever, the two of uslocked together in an endless loop of give and
take, pleasure and possession. But finaly, blessedly, the storm passes, leaving us
limp and trembling in its wake, our hearts thundering in synchronized tandem.

| gather Lily close with hands that shake, burying my face in the damp silk of her hair
and just breathing her in, letting her scent, her essence, fill my lungs and settle into
my very bones. She sighs softly, her arms twining around my neck, her lips pressing
tiny, fluttering kisses to the sweat-slick skin of my throat.

For a long, perfect moment, there's no sound but the crackle of the fire, the rasp of
our mingled breath. No world beyond the warm nest of furs and flesh we've made, the
consummation of something bone-deep and soul-bright.

Something inevitable, undeniable...like the pull of the tides, the turning of the stars.

"I love you," | breathe against her temple, the words soft and fervent, barely more
than a whisper. "Lily Thornwood, my heart, my home...I love you, with everything |
am, everything | will ever be."

She goes still against me, her breath catching audibly. For a long, terrible moment,
she's silent, frozen...and | feel my chest seize with sudden, icy dread, sure that I've
ruined everything, shattered everything, with my reckless confession, my unbridled
need.

But then she's pulling back to cup my face in her hands, her eyes huge and luminous
in the firelight, brimming with a tender, awestruck wonder that steals the very breath
from my lungs.



"And you are my king," she whispers, her voice trembling with emotion. "I've got
you, Grok. I'm here. I'm here..."

| swallow hard against the sudden ache in my throat, the burn of tears behind my
eyes. She hasn't said the words, the precious, fragile truth beating like hummingbird
wings against the cage of my ribs...but she doesn't need to.

| can see it in her eyes, fed it in the way she holds me, touches me, like I'm
something rare and precious, something infinitely cherished.

Something...loved. Wholly and completely, beyond reason, beyond rhyme. Beyond
fear and doubt and the yawning chasm of all that divides us.

Just like | love her, | think fiercely, reverently. Just like | will alwayslove her, come
flame or flood, trial or tempest.

No matter the cost. No matter the consequences.

Slowly, gingerly, | ease out of her, my softening flesh slipping from the hot clasp of
her body. She makes a bereft little sound at the loss, a sound that twists like abladein
my chest...but | soothe her with a rumble of reassurance, a soft kiss pressed to the
furrow between her brows.

She sighs, a small, contented sound, and burrows deeper into my embrace, her cheek
coming to rest against the thunder of my heart. | wrap my arms around her, marveling
at how small sheis, how delicate...and yet how perfectly she fits against me, with me,
like two halves of a shattered whole finally pieced back together.

"Stay," | whisper against her throat, a part of me still terrified that she'll slip away,
that she'll vanish like mist beneath the morning sun. "Stay with me, Lily. Don't...don't
leave me. Please.”



| feel her smile against my skin, her lashes fluttering soft as moth wings over the
corded column of my throat. "I'm not going anywhere,” she murmurs, and though a
part of me knows it's a pretty lie, a soothing platitude...I cling to it anyway, needing
the comfort, the conviction, of her promise. "I'm yours, Grok. For as long as you want
me, for aslong as you need me...I'll be right here. | promise.”

My arms tighten around her, a shudder rolling through me at the quiet intensity, the
unflinching certainty in her voice. | want to believe her, | realize. | want to believe,
with every fiber of my being, that she meansit, that she'll stay...

That she'll choose me, us, over the pull of her duty, her destiny. That she'll defy fate
and fortune, the yawning chasm of all that divides us...and build alife, alove, herein
the circle of my arms, the shelter of our furs.

But | know better. | know her better, my fierce, unfettered mate, with her wild heart
and her unyielding sense of honor. She'll never be content to stay here, caged and
cloistered, while her people cry out for her, while her homeland crumbles beneath the
ogre onslaught.

Shelll never be able to rest, to be truly happy, until she's out there fighting for what
she believesin, bleeding for those who cannot defend themselves.

Until she's fulfilled her oath, her calling...even if it means tearing herself from my
arms, shattering both our hearts in the process.

The knowledge is a bitter draught, a cold stone in my gut...but | swallow it down
anyway, letting it settle like lead in my veins. If thisis al | can have of her, these
snatched moments out of time, this brief, blazing now...

Then I'll take it. I'll hold it close and cherish it, imprint it on my very soul...and pray
to any gods that might listen that someday, somehow, I'll find a way to keep her, to



claim her, beyond this night, this need.

That someday...she'll be mine, truly and completely. In body and breath and blood, in
heart and hope and home.

Mine, | think fiercely, savagely, as | press my lips to her hair, her brow, breathing in
the sweet, precious scent of her. Mine to hold, mine to have...

Mineto love, with everything | am, everything | will ever be.

It's a vow, a covenant, etched into my marrow, my soul. A promise I'll keep, an oath
I'll honor...even if it damns me, destroys me.

Even if it rips me asunder and leaves me bleeding, broken, in the wake of her loss,
her leaving.

My queen. My mate.
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Lily
| wake slowly, my body aching in places | didn't know could ache, my mind fuzzy
and disoriented. For a moment, | simply lie there, blinking up at the stone ceiling,
trying to gather my scattered thoughts.

And then memory comes crashing back, and | bolt upright with a gasp.

The feast. The dance. Grok's declaration, his fierce, passionate claiming of me before
the entire clan. And after, in the privacy of his chambers...

| feel my face flush, my pulse kick into a gallop as the images flood my mind. His
hands on my body, rough and reverent. His mouth on my skin, hot and hungry. The
overwhelming, exquisite stretch of him inside me, filling me, completing me in away
I'd never known was possible.

It was everything. He was everything, in that moment. My king, my mate, my world.

But now, in the cold light of morning, with the haze of lust and firelight stripped
away...doubt comes creeping in, insidious and chilling.

What have | done? What have | alowed to happen, swept away on atide of passion
and savage, forbidden need? I've given myself to the enemy, the warlord of the very



horde that seeks to conquer and enslave my people.

I've betrayed everything | am, everything I've sworn to protect. And for what? A
moment of fleeting pleasure, a whispered promise of love and devotion from a beast
who knows nothing of either?

Slowly, carefully, | ease out from under his arm, holding my breath as | dlip from the
furs. He grumbles something in his sleep, his brow furrowing...but he doesn't wake,
doesn't stir, as | pad silently across the chamber and slip out into the hall.

| dart through the corridors on shaking legs, my heart in my throat and my eyes
darting feverishly for any sign of guards. But the way is clear, the stronghold still and
silent in the grey pre-dawn light.

| make it to my own chamber without getting caught, slipping inside and leaning back
against the door with a shuddering exhale. For a moment, | simply stand there, trying
to catch my breath, to center myself in the wake of last night's madness, last night's
surrender.

| spot my sword propped against the far wall, a mocking reminder of how easily |
allowed myself to be disarmed, seduced into letting down my guard. | stride over to
it, snatching it up and buckling it around my waist with sharp, angry movements.

The weight of it at my hip is a comfort. A reminder of who and what | am, beneath
the sweat and sex and savage, aching want.

I'm just turning towards the door, my mind already racing ahead to plot my escape,
when | hear it. Voices, low and urgent, drifting through the heavy oak from the

corridor beyond.

| freeze, my heart leaping into my throat. Grok? Has he returned, sensing my



intention to flee? Or worse, has he sent guards, warriors to drag me back to his bed, to
remind me of my place, my duty to submit and obey?

But no..as | strain my ears, | realize the voices are unfamiliar. Not Grok's deep,
rumbling baritone, but the guttural snarls and snaps of ogre soldiers, their tones
clipped and terse with urgency.

"...don't like it," one is saying, his words muffled but intelligible through the thick
wood. "Attacking a human settlement, now, with the warlord so distracted by his new
pet? It's asking for trouble."

My breath catches, my blood turning to ice in my veins. An attack? On a human
village? When? And why hasn't Grok told me, warned me, if he truly means for me to
take my place at his side?

"You'd do well to keep those doubts to yourself,” another voice hisses, hard and
warning. "The warlord's orders were clear. We strike at dawn, hard and fast, before
they have a chance to raly their defenses. And if you know what's good for you,
you'll be on the front lines when we do, proving your loyalty...and your respect for
our king's mate."

There's a tense, charged pause, heavy with unspoken threat. Then the first voice
mumbles a reluctant agreement, their footsteps fading away down the hall.

| stand frozen, my mind reeling, my heart pounding against my ribs like a caged bird.
An attack. At dawn. On an unsuspecting village, my people, while they sleep and
dream.

And Grok...Grok knows. He ordered it, despite his pretty words, his heated promises
of devotion and alliance. He means to slaughter my kin, to baptize our newfound
bond in human blood...and he didn't even have the decency to tell me to my face.



Betraya burns through me, hot and breathtaking. Betrayal...and a rage so fierce, so
savage, it steals the very breath from my lungs.

How could he? How could he do this, now, after everything we shared, everything he
swore to me in the heat and darkness of his furs? Wasit all alie, atrick to lower my
guard, to make me weak and pliable and blind to his true intentions?

| feel sick, violated, used in a way that makes last night's savage passion seem almost
tame by comparison. | gave him everything, offered up my body and my trust and the

battered, aching shards of my heart...and thisis how he repays me?

No. No. | won't allow it. | won't let him do this, won't let him make me complicit in
the dlaughter of innocents, the destruction of everything | hold dear.

| can't.
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My hand falls to the hilt of my sword, gripping tight, the cool hardness of the pommel
a steadying anchor against the maelstrom raging inside me. | have to get out of here.
Have to warn them, my family, my people, beforeit'stoo late.

Have to...have to leave him, no matter how it tears and claws at something deep in
my chest, something that wails and rages and bleeds at the very thought.

Not your mate, | remind myself savagely, blinking back the hot sting of tears. Not
your king, or your lover, or anything but your enemy. Y our captor.

Remember that, Lily. Remember who you are, and what you stand for.
Remember...and fight.

Gritting my teeth, | turn towards the door, my steps slow and measured, my senses
straining for any hint of movement or sound beyond. The way seems clear, the
corridor empty...but | can't take any chances.

Easing the door open a crack, | peer out into the gloom, scanning for guards, for any
sign of watching eyes or alert ears. Nothing. Just the gutter and hiss of the torches,
the distant murmur of reveling warriorsin the great hall.

Slowly, carefully, | slip out into the hall, easing the door shut behind me with a soft
snick. My heart is pounding, my palms slick with sweat as | grip the hilt of my sword,

ready to draw at the first hint of discovery.

But the shadows remain empty, the silence unbroken. | take a shaky breath, sending



up a silent prayer of thanks to whatever gods might be listening, and start down the
corridor, keeping to the edges, the darkest pools of flickering light.

I've studied the layout of the stronghold in my time here, mapping the twists and
turns, the choke points and bottlenecks. | know the guard rotations, the patterns of
patrols, the places where eyes are most likely to be drowsy and inattentive.

And | mean to use every scrap of that knowledge now, to weave through this maze of
stone and shadow like a ghost, awraith, leaving no trace of my passing.

Leaving him, and everything he represents, far behind.

| dlip through the halls like a shadow myself, darting from alcove to alcove, ducking
into empty chambers and little-used stairwells whenever | hear the tromp of
approaching feet, the guttural snarl of ogre voices.

My heart is in my throat, my blood thrumming with adrenaline and a sick, twisting
dread. | can't shake the feeling that any moment, any heartbeat, I'll turn a corner and
find him there. Grok. Waiting for me, knowing somehow, in that uncanny way of his,

And if he catches me, if hetakes me...

| don't know what I'll do. Don't know if I'll have the strength to fight him, to resist the
treacherous pull of my body to his, the aching need his touch ignites in my blood.

Focus, | snarl at myself, shoving the thought away with ruthless determination. Focus
on what matters, on getting out, before it's too | ate.

Before you betray everything you are, everything you stand for...just for the sake of a
monster's kiss, a beast's empty promise of love.



| clench my jaw so hard my teeth ache, using the pain to center myself. | can't think
of him, of us, of the raw and raging hunger that even now pulses like a living thing
between my thighs, in the secret, shadowed corners of my heart.

| have to be strong. Have to remember my duty, to my people and to myself.

Have to...have to let him go, no matter how it breaks me, how it carves me hollow
and bleeding.

A shudder runs through me, a full-body flinch of grief and longing. But | don't slow,
don't stop. | can't. Too much rides on my escape, on my warning.

Lives. Innocence. The very fate of my village, my world.
And so | push on, winding through the labyrinth of the stronghold, every sense
straining. The halls grow emptier, the air colder, as | near the outer edges, the places

where the bones of the mountain press close and dense.

I'm close. So close now, | can practically taste the crisp, pine-scented air of the
forests beyond, the sweet, bracing flavor of freedom.

Just a little further. Just a few more turns, a few more breathless, heart-stopping
moments of dodging patrols and clinging to shadows.

And then...then I'll be out. Away. Safe.

From the stronghold...and from him, the warlord who would make me his own, his
captured queen, even as he destroys everything | love.

| reach afinal corner, the last turn before the heavy iron gates that mark the boundary
between my prison and the world beyond. My heart is a wild drum in my chest as |



flatten myself against the cold, rough stone, straining my ears for any hint of
movement, of watching eyes.

Nothing. Just the groan of the wind, the creak of rusting hinges. The way is clear.
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It's now or never, Lily, | tell myself grimly, my fingers white-knuckled on the hilt of
my sword. Now...or he wins. The bastard wins, and your people pay the price.

Sucking in a shaky breath, | ease around the corner, every muscle tense, every nerve
thrumming with the expectation of discovery. But the gates loom before me, silent
and still, unguarded in the thin, grey light of pre-dawn.

Too easy, avoice whispersin the back of my mind. Thisistoo easy, Lily. Hed never
leave the way unguarded, not with you inside, not with so much at stake...

But | shove the thought down, lock it away with al the other doubts that would root
me here, in this place of shadow and savage, aching want. | can't afford to hesitate, to
second-guess. Not now.

And so, with a last, shuddering breath, | break from the shadows and dart for the
gates, for the narrow gap between iron and stone that spells freedom.

My boots dlap against the flagstones, too loud, too reckless, but | don't care. I'm
flying now, my blood singing, my heart awild, battering thing against my ribs as the
gatesloom closer, closer...

And then I'm through, bursting out into the chill, misty air of dawn, the scent of pine
and loam and life filling my lungs. | want to laugh, to cry, to scream my triumph to
the uncaring skies...

But | don't. | can't. Because even as | stumble to a halt, even as | turn to look back at
the looming bulk of the stronghold, the place that has been my prison, my torment...



| feel it. A tug, a pull, like a hook sunk deep in my chest, a chain winding tight
around my heart. A tether, binding me to the stone, to the shadows...

To him.

Grok. My captor, my king...my mate.

No, | think desperately, even as something in me cries out, reaches back. No, | won't,
| can't...

But it's too late. Too late, as | stand there torn between duty and desire, between the
world I've always known...and the one I've just begun to glimpse, to crave, in the

circle of amonster's arms.

Run, my mind screams, cold and commanding. Run, you fool, before he catches you,
before he takes you, and you're lost forever...

But my heart, my treacherous, traitorous heart...

It whispers a different plea, a broken, yearning prayer that echoes in my blood, my
bones, the secret, shadowed places inside me.

Stay, it murmurs, a siren's song, a lover's call. Stay with him, with the one, the mate,
and damn the rest, damn al the rest that would keep you from his side...

| take a shuddering breath, squaring my shoulders, my spine. | look out over the misty
treetops, to the horizon stained with the first blush of dawn.

I'm coming, | vow silently, to the rising sun, to the faces that fill my heart, my
memory. |'m coming to warn you, to save you...



No matter the cost. To you...or to me.

And with that oath ringing in my soul, | turn my face to the east, to home...and |
begin to run once more. Fleeing the stronghold, the past...

And the warlord who holds my fate, my future, in his bloodstained hands.

Grok, my heart whispers, a broken, wistful keen. My king, my captor...my mate.
Forgive me.

Forget me.

For | will never, never...forget you.

12

Grok

| wake slowly, every muscle heavy and sated from a night of passion, of claiming
Lily. My mate, my queen, the fiery little human who's turned my world upside down.

But when | reach for her, | find only cold, empty furs.

"Lily?" | call, unease gripping me.
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Silence. Just the distant clamor of the waking stronghold. | hear my guards
murmuring about the warlord's pet fleeing, vanishing into the mists armed for battle.
She must have overheard our plans to assault her people's settlement...

A ragged sound tears from my throat. | dress in a haze of hurt and haste, my mind
racing with anguish and desperation. Why, Lily? Was it al alie, a trick to weaken
me? Was | the fool, so blinded by desire, to believe she could ever truly be mine?

| shake my head savagely. It doesn't matter now. All that matters is finding her,
stopping her, before she shatters the fragile peace. | storm from the chamber, barking

orders to rouse the clan to hunt, to chase.

Find her, | snarl to every warrior | pass. Find the Red Blade, the warlord's mate, and
bring her back to me. Unharmed.

| need counsel, the unflinching support of Sharak, my trusted second. | find him in
the war room, poring over maps, his brow furrowed with concentration.

"She'sgone,” | rasp. "Lily'sleft me. Fled in the night like athief, atraitor."

Shock and sympathy war on his craggy face. "But...but why? She's your mate, your
gueen. Why would she abandon you, abandon us, after everything...?"

"Perhaps shetired of playing the captive concubine to a monster," | mutter bitterly.

"Grok," Sharak says softly, "You're not a monster. You're a warlord who loves
deeply, fiercely. She loves you too. I've seen it in her eyes, heard it in her voice. She's



just torn between duty to her people and devotion to you. She'll come back to you."

| stare at him, desperate hope warring with anguish inside me. "You realy believe
that? That she wants to be here, to be...to be mine?"

"I do,” he says. "But you have to be ready for the possibility that she'll choose her
people, her purpose, over the life you've offered her."

| flinch as if he's struck me. A life without Lily is unthinkable, unbearable. | vow
silently to fall on my own blade before living in aworld that doesn't have her in it.

Sharak sees the determination in my eyes and sighs heavily. "You're going after her,
aren't you? No matter the cost to her, to you..."

“I am. | will. She's mine, Sharak. | won't let her go, won't let her leave me, not
without a fight. Not without everything | have, everything | am.”

He nods slowly, grim acceptance settling over his features. "I understand. And I'll
stand with you, my lord. For you. No matter where this path leads, no matter what

battles we must fight...I'll be by your side."

Relief, gratitude, rolls through me. "Thank you, my friend. My brother. 1...I don't
know what | would do without your wisdom, your strength...”

"You'll never have to find out," he vows fiercely. "I'm with you, Grok. Always...and
forever."

| nod, my throat tight. Always and forever. An oath, a covenant | will keep, will
honor, no matter the price. No matter the pain.

Warriors flood into the great hall, and | respond to them in a haze of barely |eashed



violence. | can see the flickers of doubt, of disdain, seething behind their eyes. Weak,
their stares whisper. Unworthy. Unmanned by a slip of a human girl.

| snarl, a sound of pure, wounded rage, and they flinch back, cowed. But the damage
is done. | am lessened, laughable, in their eyes. A warlord who can't even master his
own mate, his own heart.

Y ou don't understand, | want to howl. She is no mere mortal, but a queen, fierce and
proud and powerful in ways you could never comprehend!

And |...I love her, beyond reason, beyond rhyme.

But | lock it away, deep down inside. To show such weakness before my males
would be the end of me, the end of everything I've bled to build. And so | shove it
down until all that's left is the cold, implacable mask of the warlord. The conqueror
who will destroy any who stand in hisway.

Even if what he holds dearest...is the one he may have to destroy himself, to keep the
respect of hiswarriors. The strength of hisreign.

Lily. Her name is an endless, aching litany inside me. Come back to me. Come back,
before | break from the want of you, the need of you...

But she doesn't. She won't. She's made her choice, her stand. And now | must make
mine. Now | must fight to bring her back, to keep her, no matter how it rends me to
think of her bound and broken. A captive queen at the mercy of a monster's whims,

My whims. My endless, aching love, that even now...I cannot bring myself to regret.

With a roar that shakes the rafters, | sslam my fist into the stone wall, pain cutting
through the chaos inside me. Enough, | snarl at myself. Enough mewling like a



lovesick whelp! Y ou are Grok Bloodclaw, warlord of the Red Mountains! Y ou do not
break for anything or anyone.

| cast my gaze around the hall, taking in the worried, watchful faces of my warriors.
They need aleader now, strong and savage. | will give them that warlord, that beast.

Even if it means locking away the part of me that yearns for her, breaks for her. The
part that whispers mate and mine and forever.
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| raise my voice in aroar of command. "Scour the forests! Search every glen, every
gully! Find the Red Blade and bring her back to me!"

My warriors raise their fists in a thunderous salute, eager for the hunt, the capture.
They stream from the hall in a clatter of steel and storm of snarls.

Hold fast, my heart, | whisper to Lily, to myself. Hold fast, until I find you, until |
claim you...and never, never let you go.

| close my eyes, just for a moment. | let myself remember her smile, her scent. The
way she looked at me, as if | were everything. As if she loved me beyond reason,

beyond rhyme...

Oh, Lily. What have you done? What have you left me to, in the ruins of your
departure, the wreckage of your flight?

| don't know. All | know is that | will find her, claim her, with every last ounce of
savage will. I will fight for her, for us...until the very skies burn.

| will have her, my captive, my conquered...my everything.
Or I will have ashes, cold and dead and desolate. A fitting end for amonster, a brute.

Once my warriors are gone, | stand alone in the war room, my heart heavy but my
resolve unshakable. | know the road ahead will be fraught with danger and heartache.

But | am ready to do whatever it takes, to be whatever | must, to have Lily by my side



again. To build the future | see so vividly...

Hold fast, my heart, | vow silently. Hold fast, until | find you.

And never, never, let you go.

13

Lily

The forests of Thornhall crowd around me, familiar and foreign all at once, like a
half-remembered dream. | slow my breakneck pace as | pass beneath the first
towering sentinels, their green boughs seeming to whisper and sigh with the weight of
my return, my presence.

Home, some deep, instinctive part of me murmurs. Safety. Sanctuary.

But another part, newer and rawer and infinitely more complicated...whispers wrong.

| shake my head fiercely, driving back the insidious tendrils of doubt. This is my
home, my world. The place | was born, the place I've bled and fought and nearly died

to protect, time and time again.

The place that holds everyone and everything | love, everything I've sworn to defend
with my last breath, my final drop of blood.

So why, that treacherous voice murmurs, does it feel like you're walking into a cage?
A prison of expectations and obligations, hemming you in on all sides?

Why does it feel...like you left your heart, your home, behind you in a place of stone
and shadow, fire and fur?



| grit my teeth savagely, shoving the thoughts away with a surge of desperate, defiant
determination. No. | won't let Grok's betrayal, his poisonous influence, turn me
against my own people.

| am Lily Thornwood, the Red Blade, sworn shield of Thornhall and scion of the
great House Thornwood. My place is here, among the leafy halls and secret glens of
my childhood, the beating heart of the resistance against the ogre horde.

My place is here...no matter how my traitor heart might ache, my treacherous flesh
might yearn. No matter how empty | feel, walking these once-familiar paths with
steps that feel 1eaden.

Y ou don't belong here anymore, that dark, deadly voice whispers. Y ou don't belong
anywhere, little blade...except in his arms, his bed, lost to the heat and the hunger and
the devastating, inescapable rightness of hisbody on yours, around yours, in yours...

"Lily? Gods above and below, isthat really you?”

The familiar voice, rich with shock and incredulous hope, shatters the dark spiral of
my thoughts like a stone through a pane of glass. | spin around, my hand falling
instinctively to the hilt of my sword...and feel my heart seize in my chest, a sob
catching in my throat.

"Thane," | whisper, staring at the tall, lean figure emerging from the shadow of an
ancient oak. "Brother...I'm home."

For a moment, we simply stare at each other, drinking in the sight of features both
beloved and achingly unfamiliar, changed by time and hardship and the brutal
calculus of war. Then, with a choked sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob,
Thane is striding forward and enfolding me in his arms, crushing me against the hard,
spare planes of his chest.



"Lily," he breathes into my hair, his voice rough and ragged with emotion. "Little
sister...l thought I'd lost you. We all did. When you didn't come back, when weeks
passed, then months, and still there was no word, no sign..."
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"I know," | whisper, my own voice thick and clogged with tears. "I'm sorry, Thane.
I'm so sorry. | never meant to worry you. | just...I couldn't..."

| trail off, unable to put into words the tangled knot of emotions that kept me chained
to Grok's side, to the dark, seductive dream he represented. The dream of passion and
power, of a connection that transcended duty and destiny, birthrights and blood-debts.

The dream...of being seen. Cherished. Not just as a weapon, a blade to be wielded in
the endless dance of war...but as a woman, with needs and desires and a heart that
beats, breaks, just like any other.

Fool, | chastise myself, even as | cling tighter to my brother's lean, familiar frame.
Silly, romantic little fool, to let yourself be swept away by a few fevered touches, a
few whispered words of lust.

He didn't want you. He wanted a prize, atrophy, to dangle in front of hiswarriors and
take to his bed, secure in the knowledge that he'd seduced the enemy's champion, the
human horde's most potent weapon.

And you let him. You gave yourself over to the lie, the illusion, because you were
weak. Lonely. So starved for a connection, for the heady rush of being desired...that
you let yourself forget, let yourself pretend...

"Lily?" Thane's voice, thick with concern, drags me back to the present, to the chill
reality of the forest and the war and the yawning, aching emptiness inside me.
"Sister...what happened to you out there? What did those monsters do to you, to put
that look in your eyes?"



| pull back, shaking my head jerkily, swiping at my tears with the back of one
shaking hand. "Nothing," | rasp, the lie bitter as bile on my tongue. "They did
nothing, Thane. I'm fine. I'm fine. | just...I need to get back to the village. There's so
much | need to tell you, so much you need to know about the ogres, about their plans
and their schemes and their weaknesses..."

But even as the words leave my lips, that dark, traitorous voice in the back of my
mind screams in protest, in denial. Because it's a lie, all of it. A desperate, flailing
attempt to convince myself, to convince him...

That I'm still the Lily he knows. The Lily he trusts, to put the good of Thornhall, of
humanity, above all else. Above anything else, even the wild, wanton clamoring of
my own battered heart.

But I'm not that Lily anymore...and the knowledge is a blade in my gut, a noose
around my neck, tightening with every step | take deeper into the forest, into the past.

Into a life that | no longer know how to inhabit, how to reconcile, with the woman
I've become. The woman he made me, with his touch and his tongue and the dark,
devastating bliss of hisbody on mine, in mine, around mine.

Grok. His name is awhisper, awhimper, in the haunted halls of my mind. Grok, what
have you done to me? What have you made me, with your fierce, fevered passion,
your wild, unquenchable want?

What am | now, now that I've known the taste of you, the truth of you...and found
myself savaged and sated in equal measure, ruined for any other touch, any other
clam?

"Lily," Thane says again, his hands gripping my shoulders, his eyes searching my
face with a wild, desperate intensity. "Talk to me. Tell me. Whatever it is, whatever



happened...we can fix it. We can face it, together. Like we always have. Like we
alwayswill."

The words are a balm, a benediction...but also an accusation, a condemnation.
Because he's wrong. He's wrong, and the knowledge is a knot of anguish and anger in
my throat, my chest.

We can't face this together. We can't fix this...because there's nothing to fix. Nothing
to mend but the ragged, rending tear in my own stupid, sentimental heart.

The heart that dared to dream, to hope...that a monster could be a man. That a brute
could love, truly and deeply and with afierce, unflinching devotion...

That shattered the moment he chose his vengeance over the chance to build
something new, something real, with me by his side. The moment he betrayed me,
with akiss and a promise and a knife to the back, to the soul.

"I can't,” | whisper, my voice cracking, my eyes burning with the sting of fresh, bitter
tears. "l can't, Thane. Not now. Not...not yet. Please, just...just take me home. Take
me back to the village so | can be the Red Blade again. That's all | need right now, all
| can handle."

Liar, that hateful voice hisses. Coward. Traitor. You know what you need, what you
crave, with every beat of your battered heart, every breath in your burning lungs.

Y ou need him. Grok. His arms around you, his scent in your nose, his voice in your
ear, rumbling with fierce, feral praise, guttural, grainy pleasure. You need him like
you need air, like you need life...and every moment away from him is an agony, an
amputation, that tears and twists and wrenches at your very soul.

Thane sighs, a heavy sound of resignation and understanding. "All right,” he



murmurs, his grip on my shoulders easing, his eyes shadowed with sympathy. "All
right, Lily. We'll go home. We'll do what needs doing...and leave the rest for another

day."

| nod jerkily, swallowing hard against the lump in my throat. "Thank you," | rasp, my
voice little more than a thready whisper. "Thank you for understanding. For...for not
prying. | promise, I'll tell you everything. Just...just not now. Not yet."

Not ever, that dy, insidious voice purrs. Not ever, little liar. Because you know, deep
down in the tattered ruins of your heart, the shattered shards of your soul...

That there are no words, no explanations, for what you've done. What you've become,
in the arms of the enemy, the monster who set your blood to boiling and your spirit to
soaring in ways you never knew, never dreamed...

Y ou're his now...whether you want to be or not. Whether you'll admit it or not. Bound
by blood and bone and the dark, devastating bliss of his body on yours, in yours,
around yours...

Forever. Irrevocably. A mate, a monster's mate...no matter how far you run, how hard
you fight it.

| shudder, a full-body flinch of fear and longing, dread and desire. No, | deny again,
desperately. No, I'm not his. I'll never be his, no matter what my reckless heart might
whisper, my wanton flesh might want.

| am Lily Thornwood, the Red Blade, sworn shield of Thornhall and scion of the
great House Thornwood. My place is here, among my people...and nothing, no one,
can change that, not even awarlord, aking...
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Not even the male who made me hisin every way that matters. The male who marked
me, body and breath and soul.

Thane clears his throat, a soft, awkward sound that drags me back to the present, to
the path...and the life that waits at the end of it. Thelife...

That 1 no longer know how to fit, how to fill...with this new, raw self, forged in the
fires of forbidden passion.

"Shall we, then?' he asks gently, gesturing down the winding, moss-grown track that
leads to the village, to the war. "Shall we go back, little sister? Back to the fight, and
whatever waits on the other side of it?"

| take a deep, shuddering breath, squaring my shoulders against the weight of it.
Against the pull that wrenches at my core with every step, every second...

That carries me further from him. From the heat and the hunger, the wild,
unguenchable want...

That was the realest thing I've ever felt. The truest truth I've ever known...even as it
ripped me apart, rent me asunder, sundering sense from sanity and right from raw...

Lily, his voice whispers in my memory, my marrow. Lily, my heart, my home...come
back to me. Come back, beforeit's too late, before | shatter without you...

| can't, | whisper back, a broken, bleeding cry in the barren chambers of my heart. |
can't, Grok. Not now. Not ever. Because | don't know how to be that girl for you, that



gasping, greedy creature drunk on sensation, on surrender...

| don't know how to be yours anymore...even as every beat of my battered heart,
every breath in my burning lungs, screams that I'll never be anything but yours, now
and forever...

I'm sorry. I'm so sorry, my love...my mate.

And with that silent grief shivering through me, | fall into step beside my brother, my
blood, and let him lead me down the path, into the past.

Into a world, a war, that will never feel like home again...now that | know the taste,
the touch, of something truer. Something real, forged in the fires of feral passion and

the wild, untameable wanting of a monster'skiss, a brute’ s desire.

Forgive me, | keen, to him, to myself. Forgive me, Grok...and forget me. Free
me...from the chains of your conquest, your craving.

For | will never, never...be free of you.

Of that, if nothing else...| am certain. A grim truth, carved into my core like a brand.

Lily Thornwood...is dead. Shattered and remade, reborn in the arms of her enemy.

In the arms...of her mate. Her king, her captor.

| will never be the same again.

14

Lily



We emerge from the forest into the bustling heart of Thornhall village, and for a
moment, I'm struck dumb by the sheer familiarity of it all. The thatched roofs and
whitewashed walls, the winding dirt paths and ancient trees. The smithy's ringing
anvil, the bakers' shops redolent with the scent of fresh bread.

It's all exactly as | remember, exactly as | left it...and yet, somehow, it feels different.
Foreign. Like a painting | once loved, now viewed through a distorted lens.

Or maybe, that dly voice whispers, it's not the village that's changed. Maybe it's you.
Maybe you've seen too much, done too much, to ever truly come home again...

| shove the thought down as Thane leads me towards the great hall where the elders
and war council await my report. | feel the weight of eyes on me as we pass, curious
and cautious, wary and wondering.

The Red Blade, they murmur. She's back. But where has she been all these months?
What secrets does she carry from her time in the monster's den, the beast's foul bed?

| flinch at the suspicion, even as a part of me rails at the unfairness of it. | am no
traitor. | am Thornhall to the marrow of my bones. Everything | endured at Grok's

hands was for them. For the cause, to bring an end to ogre tyranny.

Liar, that hateful voice hisses. You didn't suffer in Grok's arms, in his bed. You
reveled. You came alive, in ways you never dreamed...

And now you would betray him, abandon him.

| swallow hard, tasting shame and self-loathing. No, | didn't betray him. | saved him
from his own worst impulses.
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| saved him...from himself.

But even as the desperate thought echoes, we're passing into the smoky shadows of
the great hall. | blink, my eyes adjusting to the dimness, so different from the soaring
stone and firelight of Grok's war room, his throne.

Focus, | castigate myself, shaking off the comparison with a surge of irritation. This
is what matters now. This room, these people...not some fevered dream of forbidden
lust.

You are Lily Thornwood, the Red Blade. Act likeit.

Squaring my shoulders, | step into the circle of elders and councilors, feeling the
weight of their expectations settling like a yoke across my shoulders, my soul.

"I have returned," | say formally, my voice steady despite the hammering of my
heart. "I have seen and learned, and now | come to share what | know. To offer up the
secrets of our enemy, the keysto their defeat, and the salvation of all we hold dear."
There's a charged silence, and then the questions start, fast and furious.

"What did you see, Red Blade? What weaknesses did you uncover?'

"How did you escape after so long in captivity?"'

"What of their warlord, this Grok who so boldly claimed you? Is he as fierce as they
say, or just another brute to be put down?'



| flinch at that last, a visceral recoil | can't suppress. The image of Grok flashes
through my mind, proud and powerful, magnificent in his strength and savagery...but
also strangely vulnerable, yearning, in the moments when he let his guard down.

The moments when he was just...Grok. My Grok, with his quick wit and quiet
wisdom, his fierce devotion to his people, his purpose.

The Grok who held me close and called me mate, mine...and made me believe, if only
for a scorching instant, that | could belong to him, body and soul.

Fool, | rail at myself, even as | feel the surge of emotion at the back of my throat. He
was never yours, never true...it was all alie o distract you, disarm you, until he could
strike at the heart of all you love.

Just like he did with those human children...slaughtered in their beds for the crime of
being born on the wrong side of a blood feud.

| close my eyes, feeling nausea roil in my gut. How could | have been so blind, so
naive? How could | have let myself believe, even for a moment, that Grok was

different, better, than the tales of hiskind?

He'samonster. A murderer soaked in the blood of innocents. And I...I slept with him.
| let him touch me, take me, fill me, until 1 was drunk on the bliss of his passion.

| let him make me his...even as he plotted to destroy everything I've ever held dear.

No more, | vow savagely. No more weakness, no more wavering. | will bury this
shame, this stain on my soul...by burying him, and all hisfoul, festering kind.

Drawing a shaky breath, | open my eyes and face the council once more, my resolve
hardening to a diamond point in my core.



"Grok is fierce, yes," | say steadily. "Fierce and fearless and ferocious in battle. But
heis not invincible. Not invulnerable.”

| pause, letting the words sink in. "He has weaknesses. Flaws and fault lines, chinks
in hisarmor. The key isto find them, to exploit them...and to strike hard and fast and
first, before he can rally, retaliate.”

"What weaknesses do you speak of?' one of the elders presses. "What insights did
you glean, in your time as the warlord's...guest?’

There's a suggestive glint in his gaze, and | feel my cheeks heat at the insinuation that
| traded more than just words and wits with Grok. That | bartered my body, my
dignity, for snatched secrets and intel.

If only you knew, | think bleakly. If only you understood the depth of what | gave
him. What | surrendered, in the name of duty and destiny and a doom | never saw
coming, until it was far too late.

Dimly, through the red haze of self-recrimination, | hear Thane clear his throat.
"Sister," he murmurs. "You don't have to do this. You don't have to share anything
you're not ready to. We can find another way, another path to victory..."

| shake my head jerkily, swallowing against the surge of gratitude, of grief, that rises
up to choke me. Oh, Thane. My brave, steadfast brother...ever ready to be my shield,
my shelter, against the storm and stress of a world, a war, that grows crueler by the

day.

But you can't save me from this. You can't spare me the reckoning I've brought down
on my own head, my own heart.

The price | must pay, for my folly.



"No," | rasp, my voice raw with the effort of holding myself together. "No, Thane. |
have to do this. | have to help, in whatever way | can. It's the only way to make it
right. To make it mean something."
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He stares at me for along, aching moment, his eyes dark with concern and a hopeless
kind of understanding. Then, slowly, reluctantly...he nods, grim acceptance settling
over his sharp features.

"Asyou say, sister," he murmurs, his hand finding mine beneath the table, his fingers
lacing tight with my own. "I'll stand with you, for you...no matter the cost."

| squeeze his hand gratefully. Thank you, | mouth silently, holding his gaze. Thank
you, Thane. For understanding. For not judging. Not condemning, though gods know
| deserveit.

He just shakes his head minutely, his smile small and steadfast. Then, with a final
press of his fingers...he lets go, leaving me to face the council, the consequences, on
my own.

Drawing in a deep breath, | turn back to the elders, the eager light in their eyes, the
avid set of their mouths. Vultures, | think bleakly. Carrion crows, scenting blood and
breakage on the wind.

Lifting my chin, | meet the elders gazes. "The warlord's greatest weakness," | say
quietly, each word a noose around my unraveling heart, "is his pride. His arrogance in
thinking he can conquer al, claim all, without consequence or cost."

| pause, letting the words sink in. "He underestimates us," | continue softly, steadily.
"Dismisses us as weak chattel, cattle to be culled at his whim. He thinks we will
cower, crumble, at the first red rush of his horde, the first cruel crush of his heel on
our necks."



| lean forward, my eyes blazing, my blood up...even as that traitorous voice whispers
liar, liar, in the back of my head.

Because | know...I know...that Grok is many things. Proud and powerful, fierce and
ferocious. But he is not afool.

No. My Grok is clever. Canny in a way that belies his brutish bulk. He sees the
world, the war, with eyes unclouded by hatred or hubris...and acts with a ruthless,
pragmatic precision that chills me, even asit thrills me.

Damn him, | think savagely. Damn him to hell.

"What is this warlord planning?' One of the elders asks with narrowed eyes. "You
must tell us what he believes he can do to us, Red Blade. Tell us of his arrogance so
we may end him."

"An attack on the settlement,” | say, my voice steady despite the twisting in my gut.
"Grok was planning a raid, an assault. | overheard his warriors preparing for it. We
need to fortify our defenses, to be ready..."

But even as the words leave my lips, Elder Percy is shaking his head, a grim, amost
gleeful smile playing about hislips. "A pity, then, that we've already struck first. That
we've aready bled them, in retribution for crimes both old and new."

| stare at him, cold dread unfurling in my belly. "What?' | whisper. "What do you
mean? What have you done?'

He leans forward, his gnarled hands gripping the table edge. "What needed to be
done. What has always needed doing, if we are to win thiswar, to end this threat."

He pauses, his gaze sweeping the room. "We struck at the heart of them. At ther



young, their vulnerable. The she-beasts and their squalling spawn, the futures they
sought to build on the bones of our dead, the ashes of our homes."

| feel the blood drain from my face. "You...you attacked their children?' | rasp, my
voice thin with horror, with revulsion. "Their females, heavy with young? You
slaughtered them like animals?"'

"They are animals!" another elder snarls. "They have raided us, ravaged us, for
generations...and you would have us show mercy? When we have them at our mercy,
finally, after al thistime?'

"Mercy is for men,” Elder Percy agrees coldly. "And the ogres...they are not men.
They are a pestilence, a plague upon our lands. And the only cure, the only
salvation...isto burn them out, root and stem and seed.”

| stare at them, feeling something sick and searing rising up in my throat. Gods, is
this what we've become? Slaughterers of babes, of mothers heavy with new life?
Butchers and brigands, no better than the monsters we claim to abhor?

No, | think desperately. No, this isn't right. This isn't just. We are better than this,
bigger than this...or at least we should be.

We have to be...or else what are we fighting for? What are we killing for...if not to
build a world where such horrors are a thing of the past? A world where peace is
possible, between all peoples, al kinds...

But even as the thought forms, even as the hope kindles...I fedl it guttering, failing, in
the face of the cold, cruel reality before me. The glitter of zeal, of bloodlust, in the

eyes of those | once trusted, once believed in.

The eyes...of monsters. Of murderers...no matter how they cloak it in righteousness.



Ogresin human skin, | think dimly. Brutes and butchers...cloaked in silk.

Gods...what have we done? What have we become in the pursuit of power over afoe
we no longer even seek to understand?

Thane shifts beside me, his hand finding mine, his fingers tight and true. | cling to
him, to the anchor, the aloy of his strength and love...even as | feel the world, the
war, tilting around me. Shifting around me...until nothing makes sense anymore,
nothing matters anymore.

Nothing...but the gnawing knowledge that we are not the heroes here.
"What do you say, Red Blade?' Elder Percy asks, his voice dly. "Y ou've been among

them. Y ou know their ways, their weaknesses. Surely you see the wisdom of striking
hard and fast, before they can rally?"
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| stare at him, at the eager faces around me...and feel a wave of nausea rise up to
choke me. They want me to condone this. To counsel this slaughter of innocents, this
massacre of a people | no longer know how to hate.

“I...I don't know," | murmur, each word a shackle around my aching throat. "l don't
know what to say, what to think. Thisis all so sudden. So shattering of everything |
thought | knew, everything | thought true..."

| trail off, feeling the weight of their stares, their scorn. Traitor, those stares say.
Turncoat seduced by the enemy.

But they're wrong. They're wrong...and the knowledge is a blade in my breast, a
brand on my brow. Because | do see the serpent, the spider...but it's not Grok, not the
ogres...

It's us. Humans so convinced of our own righteousness that we've lost sight of the
line between defense and destruction. Between protection and unjustifiable slaughter.

We've become the very thing we claim to stand against. We've let our fear twist us
into a shape as dark and depraved as any monster.

And | don't know how to bear it. How to breathe through this sickening awareness of
how far we've fallen, how faithless we've become.

Faithless to the cause, the code, | once held so dear. The code that led me to him. To
Grok...and the wrenching want he awoke in me with every touch, every taste, of his
savage skin, his scarred soul.



Grok, | keen again, helplessly. Grok, my heart, my home...what do | do? How do |
handle this horror, thisloss of al | am, all I've aimed to be?

There are no answers. Only the sick certainty that nothing will ever be the same. That
| will never be the same.

I'm sorry, | whisper, to him, to myself. To the girl | was, the guileless creature | can
never be again. I'm sorry, Grok. Forgive me. Forget me...

For | fear | will never be free of this. Of you...and the wanting, the wildness, you've
woken in me.

| fear | will never be whole again. Be home again...

Without you. Within you...where | belong, now and always.

| say nothing more. | trust nothing more, not even my own treacherous tongue. |
simply sit there, suffer there, in silence and stillness of my own conflicted heart.

There are no merciesin this bleak and brutal place, this council of killers.

Thereis only the enduring, the excruciating...

Emptiness.

15

Grok

The mountains rise up before us, jagged teeth of granite and shale gnawing at the
underbelly of the sky. Their peaks are wreathed in mist, shrouding the path ahead in a



vell of gloom.

It's afitting reflection of the turmoil roiling inside me, the doubts and desires clashing
like storm clouds in my head, my heart.

Behind me, the warband snakes through the narrow opening in a clanking, growling
river of steel and sinew. A thousand strong, the fiercest fighters and most faithful
followers the Red Mountains have to offer...and yet, as | cast my gaze over ther
ranks, | can't help but wonder.

Wonder...if their loyalty, their lives, are a price I'm willing to pay. If she, the female
who haunts my dreams and my daylight, is worth the blood and bone, the sweat and
sacrifice this march, this madness, will surely demand.

"Something troubles you, my Chief."

Sharak's voice, rough and steady as the stones beneath our feet, drags me from my
brooding reverie. | glance over to find him pacing at my side, his craggy features set
in lines of concern.

"Y ou've been quiet as the grave since we set out,” he rumbles, pitching his words low
for my earsonly. "Lost in thought, in memory of the little human, the Red Blade who
cut her way into your heart."

| snarl, the sound more pained than angry. "You know me too well, old friend," |
mutter, shaking my head. "Always have, even when I'd rather you didn't."

Sharak snorts, a wry twist to his lips. "Privilege of rank,” he grunts. "And the
prerogative of the male who's been at your back since we were younglings, shitting
our swaddling clothes."



Despite myself, | feel an answering smile tug a my mouth. "Those were simpler
days," | sigh, the words tinted with nostalgia, with longing for a time when the world
made sense, when | made sense. Before her. Before the wildfire she ignited in my
blood, my bones, with touch I can still feel, till taste, like a brand seared into my
skin, my soul.
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"Simpler, aye," Sharak agrees, his gaze going distant with memory. "But not better, |
think. Not truer than what we face now, feel now in the depths of our hearts."

He flicks me a sidelong glance, his eyes keen and searching. "You love her," he says
softly. Not a question, but a statement of fact. "The human girl, the Lily who bloomed
in the wasteland of your war-sickness."

| close my eyes, letting the truth of it wash over me. Love. Such a small word, a
simple word, for a feeling, a force, that threatens to remake me from the inside out,
from the roots of my being to the edges of my every breath, my every heartbeat.

"I do," | rasp, the admission scraping my throat raw. "Gods help me, Sharak, | do.
More than breath, more than blood. More than anything."

| shake my head, a bitter laugh escaping me. "I'm a fool," | mutter. "A madman
chasing a dream that may be nothing more than moonshine and mirrors, fantasy and
fever born of afew snatched nights, afew scorching kisses."

"Or," Sharak counters gently, "you'reamalein love. A warlord in love with a woman
who sees past the blade and the battle to the heart, the hunger that beats beneath."

He claps a hand on my shoulder, his grip firm and grounding. "There's no shamein it,
Grok. No weakness in letting yourself feel, fall for someone who sets your soul
alight, your spirit ablaze."

"Even if she's the enemy?' | challenge, a growl building in my chest. "Even if she's
human, soft and fragile compared to our kind, enemy of our kin?"



Sharak shrugs, his gaze unwavering. "The heart wants what it wants," he says simply.
"And if yours has chosen her, the Red Blade, then who are we, who is anyone to say
it'swrong? To deny you the chance to chase that connection to the ends of the earth,
the edges of existence?"

| stare at him, something hot and fierce kindling in my breast, my blood. Hope, |
realize dimly. Validation that I'm not mad, not wrong to feel thisway.

"The clan will not approve,” | say quietly, the words leaden on my tongue. "They'll
see it as a betrayal, a bewitchment that's led me astray, weakened me in the eyes of
our enemies."

"The clan will follow where you lead,” Sharak retorts, fierce and fearless. "They'll
fight for what you believe in, bleed for what you hold dear, because they trust you,
Grok. They love you as a warlord, a king who's never steered them wrong, never
failed them in all the long years of your reign.”

He meets my gaze squarely, his eyes alight with conviction. "They'll follow you to
the gates of hell if you ask it of them. If you show them that this female is worth the
risk, the rending of al we areasaclan.”

| swallow hard, humbled and heartened in equal measure. "And you, old friend?" |
ask softly. "Will you follow me into the madness of this impossible quest? For alove,
a light that may flicker and fail, gutter and go cold before | ever lay eyes on her
again?'

Sharak smiles, grim and resolute. "To the ends of the earth," he vows, echoing his
earlier words. "To the edges of existence and beyond, into the void."

He leans in, his breath hot and heavy on my ear. "I'm with you, Grok," he rumbles.
"For you, in this, asin al things. My Chief, until the stars fall and the stones crack."



Emotion swellsin my chest, atidal wave of gratitude and affection, allegiance to this
male, this mien who's been my shadow and my shelter our whole lives.

"Thank you," | rasp, the words woefully inadequate but all 1 can manage past the
lump in my throat. "Thank you, Sharak. For your faith, your fealty, even in the face
of folly, of frenzy."

"Folly is for fools," he grunts, drawing back. "And frenzy is for younglings still wet
behind the ears." He grins, fierce and feral. "This is something else, something other
than the excitement of youthful infatuation."

His eyes gleam with a knowing light, an ancient acumen. "This is fate. Fate drawing
you forward, forging your path towards a destiny that will shake the stars, reshape the
story of our people, reveal our purpose for generations to come."”

A shiver runs through me, a ripple of recognition, of prescience. He's right, | realize
with a sudden, searing certainty. This is the hand of powers, of portents, far greater
than my own desires, my own designs.

Thisis meant to be, made to be by forces, by fates, beyond my ken or control.

She is meant to be, made to be mine. My mate, my must, in all the ways that matter.

And I...I am meant to find her. Fight for her until my last breath, my last beat of a
heart, a hope that knows no bounds, no borders when it comes to claming her,

keeping her.
Loving her.

With a roar that shakes the stones, shivers the sky, | surge forward, my steps eating
up the ground, my gait goaded by the want burning in my breast, my blood.



Behind me, the warband thunders in my wake, their own cries rising to join mine, a
cacophony of courage and commitment to the path I've set before us.

The path to her. To Lily, my heart, my home.

To the female I'll fight for, die for until the very gods themselves bend knee and bow
their heads to the bond that binds us, more powerful than blood or skin or heritage.

I'm coming, love, | vow silently, savagely. I'm coming to claim you, crown you as
mine, in the eyes of gods and men.
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I'm coming to keep you. Cherish you as you were always, meant to be cherished.

By me. For me and the life, the love well build together, birth together from the
ashes, the embers of all we were before we fell.

Wait for me, Lily, | whisper, apromise and a plea. Wait for me, my heart, my hearth.

For | will shake the foundations of the earth to reach you, to rescue you from aworld
too small, too shallow to contain us, to constrain us.

Hold on, my love, | keen, inside and only inside, where no one can hear me, heed me.
Hold on, for I am coming. | am coming to bring you back, to bear you home to the
heart that beats only for you.

With that oath, that avowal searing through me, steering me, | crest the final rise, and
there, spread out before me like a tapestry is Thornhall. The human stronghold, the
haven of my heart's own home, waiting for me to breach its walls and claim at last
what is mine, sacredly mine alone.

Lily, I whisper, awar cry and aworship, awonder fierce and full.

| am here, my heart. | am here to bring you back, to bear you home.

Wait for me, my queen, my completion.

For | am coming, | am coming to bring you home.



Tome.

16

Lily

The village sguare erupts into chaos as Lord Varkoss soldiers thunder in on
horseback, weapons drawn and faces grim. I'm haggling with a merchant over the
price of a new whetstone when the first screams rend the air, and | whirl around, my
hand flying to the hilt of my sword.

"What in the seven hells?' | mutter, scanning the milling crowd for the source of the
disturbance. And then | see them—a dozen armored men bearing down on the square,
their crimson tabards emblazoned with the snarling wolf sigil of Emberhal.

"Lily Thornwood!" the lead rider bellows. "By order of Lord Varkos, you are under
arrest for treason and collusion with the enemy! Surrender yourself, or face the
consequences!”

"Like hell 1 will," | snarl under my breath, drawing my blade with a steely rasp.
Around me, villagers scatter and flee, desperate to escape the impending violence. |
curse my own complacency, my reckless stupidity in venturing so far from
Thornhall's walls, unprotected.

Then the soldiers are upon me, and there's no more time for self-recrimination. Only
the dance, the drums of battle pounding in my blood as | meet their charge with a
wild, defiant cry.

| fell the first man with a thrust to the throat, his lifeblood spraying hot across the
cobbles. The second | hamstring, sending him toppling from the saddle with a shriek.
But there are too many, and I'm already weary, aready wounded from the ceaseless



strain of pretending for my clan.

A heartbeat too slow to dodge the descending mace, the crack of impact against my
temple. | reel back, stunned, my vision sparking red and black. Distantly, | feel my
sword glip from numb fingers, hear the clatter of it on stone.

Then a blow to the belly, driving the air from my lungs. A rain of fists, of boots, as |
crumple to the ground. The coppery dlick of blood on my tongue, the white-hot whirl
of pain.

And then...nothing. Nothing but the oblivion of unconsciousness, as | dlip into the
dark.

| cometo in chains.
They're the first thing | register as awareness seeps back—the cold, heavy weight of
iron manacles around my wrists, my ankles. The dull ache of bruises and sharp pain

of cuts.

| blink crusty eyes, trying to focus, to orient myself. Stone walls, rough and dank. A
thin pallet beneath me, rank with mold and the stink of old sweat, old fear.

A cdll. A dungeon. The realization coils like a cold snake in my gui.

I'm a prisoner. Again. Captured by Varkos, chained by him like an animal. Like a
dog.

The creak of a door, the clank of keysin alock. | struggle to sit up, gritting my teeth
against the throb of my skull, the scream of bruised muscles. Booted feet on
flagstones, drawing nearer.



Then he's there, looming over me like a nightmare made flesh. Lord Varkos, the
Bloody Baron of Emberhal.

"Well, well," he drawls, his voice cold and cruel. "The Red Blade herself, trussed up
like aprize pig. Isn't this a pretty picture?'
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"Varkos," | rasp, my tongue thick in my dry mouth. "I'd say it's a pleasure, but...your
hospitality needs work."

He chuckles, mirthless. "Still so proud,” he muses. "Still so defiant, even in defeat.
One would think you'd have learned by now, Lily...that there's no place for pride in
the face of raw power."

"You call this power?' | spit, rattling my manacles. "Ambushing an unarmed woman,
beating her senseless? That's not power, Varkos. That's cowardice.”

His eyes flash, his jaw clenching. "Unarmed?' he scoffs. "Hardly. You're never
unarmed, Red Blade. Y our body is aweapon, honed and hard...and treacherous."

He crouches down, his face inches from mine. "But don't worry," he purrs, his breath
hot and sour. "I'll tame that fiery spirit. I'll break you and savor every scream."

Bile rises in my throat, fear and fury a tangle in my gut. But | won't let him see it,
won't give him the satisfaction.

"You'll try,"” | hiss through gritted teeth. "And you'll fail. Because | may bend,
Varkos...but I'll never break. Not for you. Not for anyone.”

Except Grok, a traitorous voice whispers in my mind. You'd break for him, wouldn't
you? Bend and bow and beg for one more taste, one more touch...

| shove the thought down savagely, disgusted with my own weakness. Focus, damn
it. Focus on the monster in front of you, not the brute, the beloved who haunts your



dreams, your daylight. Who broke you, long before Varkos ever laid hands on you.

Broke you and remade you. Forged you anew in the fire, the ferocity of his passion,
his possession...

| wrench my mind back to the present with a snarl, meeting Varkos's cold gaze head-
on.

"Do your worst," | rasp, baring my teeth in aferal grin. "But know this, my lord...I"ll
fight you every step, stymie you at every turn. You want my secrets, my submission?
You'll have to earn them. With blood and brutality and the bitter dregs of your black
soul, if you even have one."

He laughs at that, a short, sharp bark. "Oh, | have a soul, Lily," he says softly. "A
dark one, to be sure, but no darker than yours, 1'd wager. No darker than the beast, the
barbarian who stole your virtue, your valor."

| go still, my heart stuttering. "What are you talking about?' | whisper, my mouth
gonedry.

Varkos smiles, slow and savage. "Did you think | wouldn't know?' he murmurs.
"Wouldn't hear the whispers, the rumors of the Red Blade rutting with the warlord of
of the Borderlands, the ogre king of the western wilds?'

He makes a tutting sound, mocking and mean. "For shame, Lily. Spreading your legs
for the enemy, sheathing his sword inside you when you should have been dliding
steel between hisribs, ditting his throat as he slept.”

| feel the blood drain from my face, horror and humiliation churning in my gut. He
knows, | think dimly, dazedly. Gods help me, he knows...



"It's not...it wasn't like that,” | rasp, my voice thin. "I didn't...I wasn't..."

"What?' Varkos cuts me off. "Wasn't a willing participant? Just a helpless captive, a
daveto hislusts?

He scoffs, shaking his head. "Don't insult my intelligence, Lily. You wanted it.
Wanted him in all his savage glory, all his untamed hunger."

He leans in again, his voice dropping to a sinister purr. "Wanted him like you'll soon
want me. Need me, even as | break you, buckle you to my will."

My gorge rises, revulsion and dread a noose around my neck. "Never," | grit out. "I'll
never want you, Varkos. Never submit to you, no matter what you do to me. No
matter how you hurt me."

"We shall see," he says softly. Straightening, he turns to leave, tossing a final, awful
smile over his shoulder.

"Rest up, Red Blade," he calls mockingly. "You'll need your strength for al the
screaming you'll be doing. All the singing as | play your body like an instrument,
pluck its secrets from your shattered soul."

And with that, he's gone, the cell door samming shut behind him with a clang of
finality.

| slump back against the stone, shaking, my breath coming in sharp gasps. Gods, |
think despairingly. Gods, what do | do? How do | endure this nightmare with no
hope, no help in sight? No hero coming to save me from my own failures?

But even as the black dread threatens to overwhelm me, | fed it. A flicker, a flame
deep in my breast.



A kernel of strength, of surety that even Varkos cannot touch, cannot tarnish.

Because he gave it to me. Grok gave it to me with every touch, every taste. Every
scorching claim of his body on mine, in mine, around mine.

He changed me, charged me with afire that no chains can contain, no tortures tame.
A love, alonging that transcends pain and fear, danger and doulbt.
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| am his, | think fiercely. His, and his alone beyond border or blade, in peace or war.

And | will endure this for him. For us, and the future we could build together, birth
together from the ashes of all we were.

| will hold fast, hold true until he finds me, until he freesme...

My king, my captor. My heart, my home who will never stop fighting for me, seeking
for me, no matter the cost, the carnage. No matter the miles between us.

My Grok who even now, somehow is coming for me. To claim me, crown me as his
own.

As he was always meant to do.

17

Grok

The walls of Thornhall loom before us, a towering bastion of stone and spite,
blocking our path to the heart of the human lands. To Emberha and the female, the
future that waits within itswalls.

Lily. My heart, my home, held captive by the twisted lord of this tainted land. My
scouts came back with the news today, after hearing it in the town squares, seeing it

on posters papered on every tavern door: the Red Blade has been declared a traitor,
and captured for trial, even execution. One man is responsible.



Varkos. The Bloody Baron, they call him. The Butcher of Emberhal.

A monster in human skin, and the only thing standing between me and my mate.

But not for long, if the plan forming in my mind bears fruit.

Beside me, Sharak shiftsin his saddle, his eyes tracking the movements of the scouts
returning from their furtive forays. "What news?' he rumbles, his voice alow growl.

The lead scout, a wiry young warrior named Drex, swings down from his mount and
sketches a quick salute. "The city is well guarded, my lords," he reports, his words

clipped. "Patrols on every wall, every gate. Archersin the towers, armed and alert.”

| nod, unsurprised. Varkosis no fool, for al his cruelty. He knows the prize he holds,
the power he wields in keeping Lily confined.

He knows that | will stop at nothing, spare no one to get her back, to bring her home.

To me. To the heart that beats only for her.

"But," Drex continues, a glint of excitement in his eyes, "there is an opportunity. A
weakness in the city's defenses, one we might exploit with cunning and courage.”

| lean forward, my blood quickening. "Speak,” | command, my voice a low, intent
rumble.

Drex nods, gesturing to the bustling streets beyond the city walls. "There's a festival
planned for tonight," he explains. "A celebration of some human holy day. The gates

will be open, the guards distracted.”

A slow, savage smile curves my lips, a fierce anticipation kindling in my veins. "A



festival,” | muse, my mind racing ahead, spinning out possibilities. "Crowds of
revelers, clamor in the streets, the perfect cover for a small, stealthy force to dip
inside, slide between the cracks..."

"And strike at the heart of the city," Sharak finishes, his eyes gleaming with aruthless
light. "At the keep where they'll be holding her. The Red Blade, the ransom they
think will buy them safety, security..."

"Fools,” | snarl, my hands clenching into fists on the reins. "As if anything, anyone
could keep me from her."

| turn to Drex, my decision made. "Gather the others,” | command, my voice ringing
with authority, with absolution. "The best of the best, the bravest of the brave. We
ride for Emberhal and we do not return without the Red Blade, without my mate."

Drex salutes again, afierce light in his eyes. "As you command, my Chief," he rasps.
"We will bring her back or diein the attempt."

"L et us hope it does not come to that,” Sharak murmurs as Drex hurries off. "We are
few, and they are many, with stone walls and steel blades between us and the goal ."

| meet his gaze, my own unflinching. "Then we must be swift,” | reply, my voice
steady. “We will strong from the shadows. We must be smart and sacrifice
everything, even honor, even open combat for the sake of stealth.”

Sharak's eyes widen, understanding dawning. "You mean to go in disguise,” he
breathes. "To cloak ourselvesin costumes and walk among the humans undetected.”

| nod grimly, the idea taking shape. "It'sthe only way," | mutter. "The only way to get
close enough, quick enough to find her and free her, before they sound the alarm.”
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"It will not be easy,” Sharak warns. "To pass as human, to play at being something
we're not, it goes against every instinct, every inch of what we are."

"I know," | grit out, the words bitter on my tongue. "But for her, for Lily, | will do
anything. Be anything, even if it means betraying the warrior I've always believed
myself to be."

| meet his gaze, my own burning with the immensity of my resolve. "I will crawl
through the mud, cower in the muck if it means getting to her, bringing her back. |
will beg and bleed, Sharak, will break every vow, every value if it leads me to her

side.

He stares at me for a long, charged moment then nods, a grim acceptance settling
over hisfeatures. "Then let it be done," he says quietly. "Let us be done with the ways
of war for thisnight, this need."

He leans in, his eyes fierce. "For her, Grok, we will be anything. Everything you
require. Shadows in disguise, who strike from the darkness, all for the sake of the

female that holds your heart."

Emotion swellsin my chest, atidal wave of gratitude and allegiance to this male, this
comrade who's been my sword and my shield for longer than | can remember.

"Thank you," | rasp, the words woefully small. "Thank you, old friend."

With love burning in my breast, my blood, | turn to face the city that holds my heart
within itswalls.



Night falls over Emberhal like a shroud, a shadow thick and full of whispers, of
warnings left unheeded.

We move through the streets like ghosts, cloaked in costumes and camouflage,
blending with the crowd of revelers, the clamor of the festival in full swing.

It's ajarring thing, to be so close to the enemy and yet go unnoticed. To walk among
them, with them asif we are part of their pack, their party.

As if we belong when every instinct, every inch of me screams the opposite.

But | push down the revulsion, the resistance and focus on the task at hand, the target
ahead. On the keep, the castle where my Lily liesin chains, in captivity.

Waiting for me, wanting for me to come for her, claim her as | always have, always
will.

No matter the cost, the carnage. No matter the mask | must wear, the disguise | must
adopt to dlip past the guards and reach her side.

"The gate is ahead," Sharak murmurs, his voice a barely-there breath against my ear.
"The guards are distracted, drunk on wine and wenches. If we move now, swiftly, we
may pass through unseen."

| nod, asharp jerk of my chin. "Then let us move," | growl, the words a rumble in my
chest. "Let us move and may the gods grant us speed and stealth as we breach the
walls that keep me from my mate."

We surge forward as one, a unit bound by purpose and passion, duty and the driving
need to see our mission through, our majesty restored.



To see her restored to my arms, my aura. To the place, the position she was always
meant to hold.

At my side, in my sight as my queen, my completion.

We pass through the gate like smoke, like specters, unseen by the guards that should
have stopped us.

"The keep," Drex hisses, pointing with a clawed finger. "There, at the heart of the
city, rising like ablight on the land."

| follow his gaze, my eyes narrowing, my nostrils flaring as | take in the towering
spire of stone, the stronghold of the enemy.

The place where she is being held. Hurt in ways that make my blood boil, my bones
guake with the need, the necessity to reach her, to free her.

To end the ones who dared to lay hand on her and make them pay, in blood and bone
and breaking.

"We go in hard and fast," | rasp, the words a grow! of barely leashed violence. "Silent
and sudden, striking from the shadows and leaving no trace of our presence.”

| meet each of their gazes in turn, my eyes burning with the intensity, the immensity
of my resolve. "No killing," | command, the words bitter as bile on my tongue. "Not

unless necessary, not unless needed to preserve our own lives."

| see the surprise, the shock flicker across their faces. The ogre way is not one of
mercy but of ruthless efficiency, removing any threat.

But for her, for Lily, | will temper my blade, my brutality. | will stay my hand, my



hunger for the spilling of blood, the sundering of bone.

Because | know it is not what she would want. Not what she would choose, even for
those who have wronged her.
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Even for those she should hate, by all rights and reasons.

"Incapacitate them if you must," | continue, my voice low and lethal. "Knock them
out, tie them up, but do not end them. Not unless you have no other choice, no other
chance to complete the mission."

They nod, a grim acceptance settling over their features. They don't like it, | can tell
they don't, but they will obey because it comes from me.

From their chief, their chosen who has never led them astray.

Even when the path, the purpose goes against every instinct, every inch of what they
are.

"For the Red Blade," Sharak rumbles, his voice alow, fervent growl. "For the female
that holds your heart, we will be anything. Do anything, even if it damns us, dooms
usin the eyes of our ancestors and breaks our ancient codes."

The others echo his sentiment, their voices quiet in the enemy’s presence, but fierce
and loyal al the same.

Emotion swells in my chest, a tidal wave of gratitude and allegiance to these males
who would follow me into the very mouth of hell for the sake of my happiness, my
wholeness.

With that fervor driving us forward, we plunge into the bowels of the keep,
navigating winding corridors and hidden passageways mapped out by careful



scouting. Closer and closer to the thrum of the bond pulling me ever-onward, the
sense of Lily blazing like a beacon in my mind.

The roar of my pulse drowns out al else, urgency building to afever pitch as we near
our goal. Just alittle farther, just afew moments more and?—

A sudden clang of bells shatters the tense silence, the alarm raised by some hapless
guard. Shouts echo off stone, the thud of booted feet converging. My warriors tense,
teeth bared and hands flying to hilts.

"Go," | snarl, waving them onward even as | break into a sprint. " Secure our path. I'll
not leave without her!”

They melt into branching corridors without hesitation, dispersing to wreak whatever
havoc is needed to keep our escape route clear. | spare them hardly a glance, eyes
locked on the iron-banded door at the end of the hall. On the sense of Lily just
beyond, searing my soul.

With afinal burst of desperate speed, I'm there. A savage kick splinters aged oak, the
lock giving way with a tortured shriek. Then I'm through, momentum carrying me
across the threshold of asmall, stinking cell.

And there she is. Chained. Battered. Eyes blazing with the same defiant fire that
captured me so long ago.

Our gazes lock and the world falls away, a maelstrom of emotions roiling between us
in that suspended second. Relief and rage, longing and dread, the promise of violence

and the ache of reunion.

"Lily," | rasp, her name a prayer on my tongue. "I've come for you."



The tension stretches taut as a bowstring. Then, slowly, she smiles. A fierce flash of
teeth, bright as blood against bruised skin.

"Took you long enough.”

18

Lily

The screech of tortured metal splits the gloom of my cell as the door bursts open with
a deafening clang. I'm on my feet in an instant, pressing back against the damp stone
wall, blinking against the sudden flare of torchlight silhouetting the massive figure in
the doorway. Every instinct screams danger, urges me to lunge for my captor's throat,
to fight my way free or diein thetrying...

But then he steps forward into the guttering light and my heart seizes. Not with fear,
but a sweet, disbelieving relief that steals my breath and brings a fierce smile to my
cracked lips.

"Took you long enough." As soon as | say it, tears well in my eyes. “Grok... you
came for me.”

His eyes find mine across the shadowed space, molten amber crackling with emotions
| can't even begin to parse—fury, relief, tenderness, and something wilder, more
intense, that sets my blood alight. In two strides he's across the cell and I'm in his
arms, crushed against the hard, hot wall of his chest as he buries hisface in my hair.

“Lily," he rumbles, and the raw ache in his deep voice, the way it breaks on my name,
undoes me. "Of course | came. I'll aways come for you. Always." His hands are
everywhere, roaming over my back, my arms, my face, as if reassuring himself I'm
real, I'm whole. "When | heard you'd been taken, | thought...gods, | was so afraid I'd



lost you..."

| fist my hands in his tunic, pressing as close as | can, breathing in the wild, woodsy
scent of him. "I knew you'd find me,” | whisper fiercely. "l never doubted it, not for a
second. You're my heart, Grok. My home. And | will aways, always find my way
back to you."

He makes a rough sound low in his throat and then his mouth is on mine, hot and
hard and hungry. | open for him with a gasp and he surges in, his tongue tangling
with mine in a dlick, scorching dance that sends fire licking through my veins. It's a
claiming, a communion, pouring every ounce of fear and longing, relief and love, into
the desperate dlide and tangle of lips and tongues and teeth.

By the time we break apart, I'm breathless and trembling, my lips bee-stung and
tingling. Grok rests his forehead against mine, his chest heaving as he struggles for
control.

"I want you," he rasps, his big hands flexing on my hips. "Gods, Lily, | want you so
badly | can barely think straight. But we don't have time. The guards | knocked out
won't stay that way forever, and once the alarmisraised..."
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| nod, forcing my desire-drugged mind to focus. He's right. As much as | long to lose
myself in him, to affirm our bond in the most primal way possible, we need to move.
To get out of this accursed place before Varkos and his men regroup.

Grok must see the understanding in my eyes because he gives a sharp nod and steps
back, though his hand finds mine and twines our fingers together. "l've got a small
force holding the entrance," he says briskly, all business now. "But we'll need to
move fast and quiet to make it out of the dungeons. Do you know these tunnels at
al?

| shake my head ruefully. "They didn't exactly give me the grand tour. But wait..." |
close my eyes, picturing the twists and turns as the guards dragged me to this cell, the
pattern of the torches on the walls. "I think I remember the way | was brought in. And
If we can get to the guards quarters, some of them might be sympathetic. They're not
al loyal to Varkos."

Grok's eyes gleam, fierce and proud. "That's my smart, stubborn mate," he praises,
the words sending a surge of warmth through me. "Lead the way, then. I've got your
back."

And just like that, we're moving, slipping out into the torchlit corridor with Grok a
silent, lethal shadow at my heels. My heart pounds and my senses strain as we
navigate the labyrinthine tunnels, every splash and skitter from the dark setting my
nerves alight. But through it all, the steady heat of Grok's presence grounds me, a
reminder that whatever elseistaken from me, I'll always have him.

| lead us up and up, taking turn after turn, trying to retrace my steps as best | can.



More than once we have to duck into shadowed alcoves to avoid patrolling guards,
huddling together in the darkness, barely daring to breathe. Each time, Grok's arms
come around me, his big body curling protectively around mine. I melt into him,
taking comfort in his strength, and he nuzzles his face into my hair, breathing me in
like he's starving for the scent of me.

When the coast is clear, we move on, up another staircase and down a narrow
corridor that | recognize. The door to the guards quarters looms ahead, muffled
voices and the clink of cutlery from the other side a welcome dlice of normalcy. |
motion Grok to wait and rap quietly on the door.

After along, heart-pal pitating moment, the door cracks open and a grizzled face peers
out. It's Finn, one of the older guards who always snuck me extra rations, his eyes
widening when he sees me.

"Lily, what are you?—7?"'

“No time," | hiss urgently. "Just tell me—are you with me? Can we trust you?"

He glances from me to the towering ogre warlord looming behind me and back,
indecision warring across his lined face. Then, jaw firming, he nods. "Aye, lass.

Y ou've got friends here. What do you need?”

Relief rushes through me and | squeeze his arm gratefully. "Just buy us some time,
and don't raise the alarm. Do that, and you won't be forgotten when thisis over."

Finn wavers for the barest second but then nods resolutely. "For you, Red Blade?
Anything." With a quick salute, he melts back into the room, closing the door softly

behind him.

Grok makes a low sound of approval as we hurry on, finding a side staircase and



spiraling upwards. "Friends in low places," he rumbles appreciatively. "Not bad for a
human."”

| snort softly. "You say that now. Just wait until your turn comes to haggle with the
grunts. We common folk have to stick together."

He huffs a quiet laugh and squeezes my hand, his calloused thumb sweeping over my
knuckles in a way that makes me shiver. "I'll keep it in mind," he murmurs wryly.
"Now, unless | miss my guess, that door up ahead should take us out onto the
battlements. From there we can find a way down to the outer ward."

My heart leaps and | pick up the pace, all but dragging Grok up the last few steps. We
spill out into crisp night air and | nearly sob in relief, the sky an inky dome spangled
with stars. A brisk wind whips my hair around my face and | gulp down deep
lungfuls of it, savoring the freshness after so long in dank, fetid cells.

But my relief quickly turnsto alarm as | look around, taking in the height of the stone
crenellations, the sheer drop down into the castle's outer bailey. Where torches bob
and glint off helms and spear-points as Varkos's men swarm below.

Beside me, Grok growls. "So much for stealth. They must have found my men at the
entrance." He glances left and right, sharp gaze assessing. "No obvious way down,
but if we can cross the wall there, we might be able to climb down the other side
while they're distracted...”

My pulse kicks up but | nod, jaw setting with grim determination. Together, we sprint
down the wall, feet pounding on ancient stone.

A guard pops up on the path in front of us, and Grok takes him down with a roar,
fiercely punching him in the head. | pause to sweep the guard's blade up into my
hand, its weight a familiar comfort. Behind us, a shout goes up and | risk a glance



over my shoulder to see soldiers pouring onto the battlements, steel glinting in the
moonlight.

"Go!" Grok roars, whirling to put his bulk between me and our pursuers. "I'll hold
them off!"

"Like hell you will!™ I snarl back, dropping into a fighting stance at his side. "We do
this together or not at all!"

He bares his teeth in afierce, feral grin, eyes alight with savage joy. This, right here,
Is the male | love—the warrior, the warlord, exulting in the chance to fight at my
side. "Then let's show these bastards what it means to face a mated pair," he rumbles,
and charges forward with a mighty bellow.

I'm half a heartbeat behind, swinging the sword | snatched. We crash into their front
line like aforce of nature, al whirling steel and stunning brutality. Back to back, we
fight, Grok's massive axe cleaving the space, each mighty swing finding flesh and
bone. | dart between, fast and vicious as a viper, striking at throats and piercing hearts
with ruthless precision.

We are death, destruction; poetry in motion. Mates. Ogre and human, differences
seared away in the crucible of combat until we move as one lethal entity. It's glorious,
exultant, and for a breathless span of moments | forget about escape, about anything
but the next target, the next kill.

But there are so many of them, aflood of crimson and steel with no end in sight. And
for every one we fell, a dozen more swarm in to fill the gap. Even Grok's massive
strength and my human speed can't hold out forever against such odds.

Slowly, steadily, we're forced back, hemmed in on both sides until our backs press
against the unyielding stone of the wall. Gasping for breath, bleeding from a dozen



shallow cuts, | chance a desperate look around. It's a twenty foot drop on the other
side, nothing but the thin spars of scaffolding clinging to the sheer face. Certain death
if we're lucky. If not...amessy, lingering end.

But a quick end is better than capture, better than giving Varkos the satisfaction of
breaking us. And gods help me, | want one more chance to hold Grok, to fedl his
arms around me before the darkness takes us. Better that than the thought of him
watching me die at atorturer's hands.

| risk a quick glance up at my mate, my heart, and find his eyes aready on me, wide
and fierce and shot through with an aching tenderness. "Together?' | gasp out, the
word mangled to near unintelligibility. But he understands. Of course he does.
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"Always," he replies, just as raggedly. And wrapping one massive arm around my
waist, he launches us over the edge into empty space.

Time seems to slow, stretch, the stars wheeling above us as we plummet earthward.
The wind howls past, snatching away Grok's roar and my scream as | cling to him,
hands fisted in his tattered tunic. | bury my face in the corded column of his throat,
breathing him in like he's the last good thing in the world. Maybe heis.

| brace for impact, for pain and the sudden blotting dark...but shockingly, it never
comes. Instead, with a bone-rattling jolt, we crash through wood and rope, spars and
scaffolding cracking and giving way around us. We hit in a tangle of limbs and
curses, tumbling across the muck of the outer ward in a hail of shattered timber.

For a terrifying instant, | think the fall has killed Grok. He lies so still beneath me,
eyes closed and face lax. But then he groans, a deep, pained sound, and coughs wetly.
"Gods damn," he rasps, one eye cracking open. "Remind me...to never do that again."

A choked, semi-hysterical laugh punches out of me and | pepper feverish kisses over
every bit of his dear, dazed face | can reach. "No," | agree wildly. "Next time, we take
the stairs."

Gingerly, wincing at every twinge and strain, we untangle ourselves and stagger to
our feet amid the ruins of the collapsed scaffolding. By some mercy of fate, the ward
Is empty, the guards drawn off by the disturbance on the battlements. But it won't
last. Already, running steps and shouted orders echo from the keep.

"The gates," Grok says urgently, jerking his chin across the ward.



Following his gaze, my heart leaps to see the dark bulk of the gatehouse looming in
the distance, portcullis raised and heavy oaken doors standing open. If we can just
make it across the ward before they get organized enough to lower it...

| nod sharply and grab his hand, adrenaline steadying my wobbling legs. "Let's go."

We take off at a dead sprint, leaping debris and darting down narrow passages
between buildings. It feels like miles, an eternity of gasping breaths and the slap of
feet on cobbles, but | know it's only moments before we burst out into the open space
before the gates. | chance a look behind, dismay spearing through me at the sight of
armed men pouring out of the keep, fanning out in pursuit.

"Faster!" | hiss, but Grok's already driving forward, hand like a vice on mine. Above
us, along the battlements, archers assemble with the sharp dlither of arrows nocked to
bowstrings. My guts turn to ice. We'll never make it.

But then Grok roars a command, the words lost to the blood thunder in my ears. And
like an answer to a prayer, from outside the gate comes an answering bellow, a
rumble of hoofbeats and a thicket of bristling spears as a wedge of ogre warriors
charge into view.

My galoping heart fairly stutters with relief and hope. Grok's men! They came for
him, for us. Some still cling to their mounts while others race forward on foot, and as
they flood into the ward with weapons swinging, the archers focus shifts, giving us
the opening we need.

With a last gasping effort, numb legs churning, we hurl ourselves through the gate,
across the lowered drawbridge and out into clear air beyond the walls. As my feet hit
thick green turf | nearly stumble, pain and elation and exhaustion crashing over mein
an overwhelming wave. But Grok's arm locks around my waist, keeping me upright
as he half-carries me onward, calling out to his warriors to fal back, to cover our



retreat.

Somehow, impossibly, no arrows perforate my back as we stagger into the sheltering
darkness of the forest verge. No charging hoofbeats of pursuit, no whoosh of a sling
stone ending our flight with blunt finality. It seems unreal, unbelievable, that after so
much fear and fighting we could just...get away.

We trek through the woods until the sounds of pursuit fade to silence, until the
adrenaline starts to ebb and the pain of abused muscles makes itself known. Finally,
when it feels like | can't take another step, Grok guides us into a small, well-hidden
cave.

The moment we're out of sight, he hauls me back into his arms with a low, desperate
sound. His mouth crashes over mine, hard and hungry, and | open for him with a
needy whimper. We cling to each other in the darkness, hands roaming, relearning the
shape and feel of the beloved body we'd each feared |ost forever.

"I need you," Grok rasps against my lips, his deep voice cracked and raw with a
vulnerable ache that takes my breath. "l need to feel you, taste you, breathe you in."
His massive hands tremble as he frames my face, calloused thumbs brushing my
cheekbones with infinite care, like I'm something precious, cherished. "I was so
afraid, Lily. So afraid I'd lost you before | ever really had you."

My heart clenches at the naked emotion in his eyes, the gleam of unshed tears. How
long has this powerful male, this fierce ogre warlord, hidden such tenderness inside

him? How badly have I migudged him, misudged my own heart?

“I'm here," | whisper fiercely, surging up to press a fervent kiss to hislips. "I'm here,
Grok, and I'm not going anywhere. Not without you. Not ever again.”

He growls into my mouth, a low, needy sound that vibrates through me like a second



heartbeat. Those big hands skim down my neck, over my shoulders, mapping every
dip and curve until he reaches the tattered hem of my shirt. With a swift, impatient
tug, herips the flimsy fabric away, baring meto his avid gaze.

"Beautiful,” he rumbles, voice gone hoarse and ragged as he drinks me in. "So
damned beautiful, my Lily, my heart."

Oh gods, the heat in his eyes, the raw reverence and aching hunger, steals my breath
and sets my blood to boiling. I've seen Grok in the throes of battle-fever, lost to the
berserk fury of his kind...but it's nothing compared to the intensity, the immensity, of
his passion now, focused solely on me.

It's humbling, exhilarating, and | arch into his touch like a flower seeking the sun as
his huge, warm hands mold over my breasts. He groans as if in pain when my nipples
peak under his palms, the dusky tips hardening to aching sensitivity from the lightest
brush of his skin on mine.

"Always yours," | breathe, the words tearing from my throat on a ragged gasp as he
dips his head to take one straining bud into the searing heat of his mouth. His tongue
swirls and flicks, sending lightning streaking through my veins, gathering in a molten
pool low in my belly. "Asyou're mine, Grok, my heart, my—oh!"

He nips gently and pleasure spirals tighter, hotter, whiting out my vision. But the, the
words, the truth I've held back for so long, wells up inside me, fighting free of fear
and insecurity.

"I loveyou," | gasp out, tears springing to my eyes, my hands fisting in hiswild mane
of hair. "l love you so much, Grok, so much it terrifies me."

He goes till, so still that for a breathless, brittle second I'm sure I've ruined
everything. That I've scared him, repulsed him, with the depth of my wanting, my



weakness. The forbidden yearning of a human girl for a beast, a brute.

But then he surges up to capture my lips again, kissing me with a desperate ferocity
that sears my soul. "Lily," he rumbles against my mouth, and his voice cracks on my
name like it's a prayer, aplea. "My Lily, my beloved. | love you too, gods, | love you
so much it unmakes me."

Joy, sharp and bright as a blade, pierces my heart, shatters the last of my defenses. |
kiss him back with equal abandon, winding my arms around his neck as if | can
anchor him to me by sheer force of will.
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We shed the rest of our clothes clumsily, impatiently, too desperate for the slide of
skin against skin to bother with finesse. And then I'm straddling his lap, sinking down
onto the thick, throbbing heat of him with a shuddering gasp. He fills me, stretches
me, the dlight edge of pain only sharpening my pleasure as | take him into my body as
deeply as he'sinvaded my heart.

"Grok," | moan, head falling back on a ragged exhale as he hilts inside me, so hard
and huge, the most delicious ache. "Oh gods, Grok, yes..."

He snarls, a guttural sound of possession and savage pleasure, fingers biting into my
hips as he rocks me on his length. The drag and glide of him, slick and searingly
intimate, sends starbursts exploding behind my eyes, my inner muscles clenching
greedily, hungry for more of the sweet, exquisite friction.

The pace he sets is slow but intense, rolling thrusts that spear me open, wind me
tighter with every deliberate stroke. | meet his rhythm instinctively, rising and falling
over him, nails scoring his shoulders as his teeth graze the column of my throat. Each
brush of his tusks, blunt and dangerous, against my vulnerable skin sends a dart of
heat arrowing to my core, a visceral reminder of the wildness, the otherness of my
mate, my love.

My ogre, my everything.

The pressure builds, a sweet agony coiling tighter and tighter in my belly, my blood.
Grok feels it, knows how close | am by the desperate pitch of my cries, the
convulsive flutter of my sheath around him. His massive hand slides between our
sweat-slick bodies, two thick fingers finding my aching clit and rubbing in slow,



deliberate circles.

| keen high and sharp, icy, synapses firing, back bowing as the tension reaches a
razor, excruciating pitch inside me. "Come for me, little blade," Grok rasps, his deep
voice alash of heat across my senses. "Let me feel you, let me see you. My Lily, my
love, my forever."

Asif hiswords are a key in alock, my climax crashes over me, shattering me into a
million molten pieces. | cry out his name as | come undone, spasming around his
pistoning length, wave after wave of ecstasy whiting out my vision, my thoughts, my
very self.

Dimly, distantly, | feel Grok stiffen, a rumbling growl tearing from his chest as his
own end finds him, swift and inexorable in the rippling clasp of my body. Wet heat
floods me, his thick ogre seed a pulsing claim, marking me as hisinside and out.

We cling to each other as we come down, trembling, gasping. Grok presses his face
into the crook of my neck, his breath scalding and ragged against my skin. | card my
fingers through his hair, croon nonsense endearments as the aftershocks shiver
through us both.

At last, when the sweat has begun to cool and our desperate grip on each other has
gentled, he pulls back far enough to rest his forehead against mine. Amber eyes
glowing in the dark cave meet my own, softened with wonder and the staggering
weight of feelings too vast to be contained.

"I love you," he says again, a solemn and sacred vow. "Always and only, Lily, from
this breath to my last. My woman, my mate, my miracle." He tightens his arms
around me like he's afraid I'll disappear if he lets go. "When you were taken, it was
like the world went gray. Like my soul got snuffed out with you gone."



| shudder at the raw anguish in his voice, the remembered terror and helplessness.
Catching hisface in my hands, | lean in until our lips brush in the barest caress. "I'm
here," | tell him fiercely. "I will always fight my way back to you, Grok, always.
You're my heart, my home—there's not a force in this world or any other that can
keep me from you."

Tears glimmer in his eyes and he crushes me closer, sealing that vow with a searing,
sweetly desperate kiss that stakes his claim, his need, even as it pours out his
devotion.

There in the dark, in the shelter of my beloved's body, his heart, | know a peace, a
rightness I've never felt before. Human and ogre, fragile flesh and steely strength, two
halves of awhole, a mate bond that transcends the barriers of race and reason.

Bound by love.

19

Grok

Dawn breaks pale and chill, filtering through the mouth of the cave in thin, sickly
streamers. Lily stirs against me, her warm breath puffing soft and steady over my
collarbone. | tighten my arms around her, relishing the silk of her skin, the sweet,
solid weight of her in my embrace.

For along moment, | simply hold her, breathing her in, marveling at the miracle of
her presence, her pulse. The fact that despite the odds, the obstacles, this fierce,
radiant female is here, with me. That she loves me, wants me, as fiercely and fully as
| do her.

It feels like a dream, a fantasy too sweet to bereal. Asif at any second I'll jerk awake



to cold, grim redlity, to the aching absence of her...

But thisisreal, | remind myself, burying my face in her tousled hair. Her scent, her
warmth, the little snuffling sounds she makes as she surfaces from sleep...it's all redl,
al miraculously, preciously mine.

"Grok?' Her voice is husky, thick with drowsy confusion as she blinks up at me.
"What's wrong, my love?"

| shake my head, pressing a kiss to her brow. "Nothing,” | rumble softly.
"Just...marveling. Thanking the gods and ancestors that you're here, whole and hearty
inmy arms."

A shadow flickers in her eyes, her arms tightening around me as if to anchor us
together by sheer stubborn will. "I'm here," she whispers fiercely. "I'll always be here,
Grok. Desath itself couldn't keep me from you."

My heart clenches at the aching certainty in her voice, the devotion shining naked and
unashamed in her gaze. How did | come to deserve this woman, this love? What twist
of fate, what boon of the ancestors, granted me such a priceless gift?

But even as | lean in to capture her lips, to pour out my own ardent adoration, a shrill,
piercing whistle shatters the morning hush. | jerk upright, instinct and experience
dousing meinicy dread.

"The warband,"” | rasp, aready reaching for my armor, my axe. "That's Sharak's
signal. They've spotted trouble.”

Lily isup and armed in a heartbeat, moving in perfect sync to guard the mouth of the
cave as | finish buckling my gear. Not for the first time, | marvel at her swift, deadly
grace, the economy and efficiency of motion that speaks to a lifetime of training, of



battle.

Gods, | love her, admire her...and fear for her, with aterror that chokes my breath and
chills my blood. She is so fierce, so fearless. But she's also fragile, human. A single
blow, astray arrow...
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| shake off the thought with a snarl, refusing to give it form, substance. She is Lily
Thornwood, the Red Blade, mightiest warrior of her kind. And more than that, she is
mine, my mate, under my protection. | will keep her safe, whatever the cost.

Together, we venture out into the pale, shifting mists. The shrill whistle sounds again,
closer, more urgent, and | angle towards it unerringly. Within moments, dark shapes
loom out of the fog—nhulking, horned, unmistakably ogre.

"My chief!" Sharak strides forward, relief and worry warring on his craggy face.
"Thank the ancestors you're safe. When you and the Red Blade didn't rgoin us, |
feared..."

“I'm well," | cut him off brusquely, not wanting to dwell on might-have-beens. "We
both are. Now, what's the trouble?"

Sharak grimaces, jerking his chin southward. "Outriders, my lord. Varkos's dogs, and
in force. They'll be on usin minutes, judging by their pace."

Lily curses softly, eyes flashing to mine. | read the knowledge there, grim and
resigned. This is the reckoning we both knew was coming. Varkos will never let my
mate go, never concede defeat, while he still draws breath.

One way or another, this ends today. Here and now, on this gods-forsaken stretch of
borderland.

"How many?' | demand, mind aready racing, calculating. Strategizing how best to
meet this threat, to cut it out at the root once and for all.



"Twenty riders at least,” Sharak reports tersely. "All heavy horse, al armed and
armored to the teeth."

| feel more than hear Lily's sharp inhale. Even with my warriors at our side, those are
grim odds. Mounted combat has never been the ogre way, not with our bulk and
build. We fight best on our own two feet, up close and personal, where strength and
savagery win.

But I'll be damned to the deepest hells before | let Varkos and his butchers within
blade's reach of my mate.

"Then we don't let them close,” | rumble grimly. "We choose our ground, set our trap,
and hit them hard and fast before they can bring their numbersto bear."

| sweep my gaze over my warriors, seeing the resolve, the readiness, in every scarred,
tusked face. These are my shield-brothers, my clan, bound to me by ties of blood and
battle. They will fight and die at my word, my whim...but I'll rot in the pit before |
spend their lives carelesdly.

Lily's small, callused hand dlips into mine and | clutch it like an anchor, a talisman
against the icy dread knotting in my guts. When | glance down at her, her eyes are
hard and bright as chips of emerald, her jaw set in that stubborn line | know so well.

"I'm with you," she says, quiet but fierce. A vow, an affirmation. "To whatever end,
my heart. My placeisat your side, now and always."

Emotion clogs my throat, stings my eyes. Stooping, | press my brow to hers,
breathing in the scent of her, the truth of her. "My brave Lily," | rasp. "My fierce,

clever mate. Together, then. To whatever end.”

She smiles at me, tremulous but true. Then, squaring her shoulders, she turns to face



my warriors, every inch the leader, the legend. "L et's hunt some dogs, boys."

They roar their approval, a blood-hungry bellow that shakes the mist and sets the
birds bursting from the trees in chittering panic. | feel an answering surge of vicious
eagerness, the old familiar fury rising to choke out fear.

| am Grok Bloodclaw, and thisis what | was made for. The crunch of bone, the spray
of blood. The savage song of steel and slaughter.

And with Lily at my side...I am invincible. Unbreakable.

Axe in hand, mate at my side, | plunge into the mists, towards the thunder of
approaching hoofbeats. Towards fate, towards fury.

The forest thins as we near the borders of Emberhal, the trees giving way to rolling
hills and rocky outcroppings. My chest heaves with exertion, lungs burning, muscles
screaming protest at the relentless pace. But | don't slow, can't Slow, driven by the
bone-deep knowledge that our pursuers are closing in, that every second is precious.

Ahead, the ground falls away sharply, ajagged gash in the earth. | skid to ahalt at the
edge, Lily and my warriors gathering around me as we stare down into a narrow,
winding ravine, its steep wallsrising like the jaws of some great stone beast.

"There," | grunt, pointing to where the ravine narrows to a bottleneck, then widens
into abroad, boulder-strewn basin. "That's where we make our stand."

Lily frowns, her keen gaze assessing. "It's good ground,” she alows. "Defensible,
with limited approaches. But Grok...we'll be trapped in there ourselves if things go

badly. There's no way out except back the way we came."”

| meet her eyes, reading the fear, the doubt she's too proud to voice. Reaching out, |



cup her cheek in one massive palm, thumb rasping over the delicate arch of bone. "It
won't come to that,” |1 rumble with a conviction | wish | felt. "We'll end this here,
today. One way or another."

Sharak clears his throat pointedly, eyeing the horizon where dust clouds betray our
enemy's approach. "Not to rush this tender moment," he says dryly, "but if we're
going to do this, it needs to be now. They'll be on usin minutes.”

| step back from Lily reluctantly, already missing her warmth, her scent. The absence
of her grates like an ache in my bones, a splinter beneath my skin. Ancestors, was it
only this morning that | held her in my arms, lost myself in her sweetness? It feels
like alifetime ago, a stolen dream shattered by the cruel light of day.

Forcibly, I wrench my thoughts back to the present, to the grim necessity before us.
"Sharak's right," | say briskly. "We need to move, get into position. Sharak, take your
best climbers, set up on the cliffs to either side of the bottleneck. Wait for my signal,
then come down on them like an avalanche. The rest of you, with me. We'll lure them
in, let them think they have us on the run. Then, when | give the word...we hit them
with everything we've got."

A rumble of assent, a clatter of weapons as my warriors ready themselves. | turn to
Lily, drinking in the fierce, defiant set of her jaw, the fire in her eyes. "Stay close to
me," | urge quietly. "WEell take the brunt of the charge, keep them focused on us
while the others get into position.”
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She nods tightly, knuckles whitening on the hilts of her blade. "By your side is where
| belong," she murmurs, a ghost of a smile touching her lips. "Y ou and me against the
world, big guy."

My heart swells, a sudden, dizzying rush of love and pride and raw, aching terror.
Ancestors, | can't lose her. Not now, not like this. Not when I've only just found her,
claimed her, learned the miracle of her touch, her taste, her trust.

Impulsively, | lean down, capturing her lipsin a hard, swift kiss. A vow, apromise. A
searing brand to carry into the fray.

"Always," | rasp against her mouth. "In this world and the next. My heart, my home."

Then | force myself to pull away, to step back. To be the warlord, the warrior, and not
the mate, the male, with everything to lose. | survey the steep walls of the ravine, the
narrow defile that will funnel our foes straight into the jaws of our trap. Beside me,
Lily isacoiled spring of tension, her eyes hard and bright as chips of flint.

| lead the way into the ravine, my warriors fading into the shadows of the cliffs to
either side. The bait has been laid, the trap is set. All that remainsis to lure our prey
into itsjaws.

We don't have to wait long. The thunder of hoofbeats rises behind us, the baying of
hounds and the clank and jingle of armor. | resist the urge to look back, trusting Lily

to guard our rear as we plunge deeper into the ravine's twisting throat.

"They're coming!" Her shout rings out, taut with urgency. "Fifty yards and closing



fast!"

| feel a surge of vicious satisfaction. Let them come, the arrogant pricks. Let them
chase us into the killing ground of our choosing, where ogre strength and brutality
will crush their cavalier formations, their fancy martial arts.

The walls narrow, towering cliffs pressing close on either side as we round the final
bend. There, just ahead—the place where the ravine widens into a broad, boulder-
strewn basin. The place where my warriors crouch in ambush, ready to fall upon our
pursuers like a mountain upon mice.

| Slow my pace, allowing Lily to draw even with me as we reach the widest point. We
turn as one to face our oncoming foes, weapons leaping into ready hands. For a
breathless instant, all is till, silent save for the rasp of our breathing, the pound of our
hearts.

Then Varkos and his knights thunder around the bend, lathered horses skidding on the
loose shale, eyes rolling in their sweat-streaked heads. | see the instant Varkos
realizes his error, his eyes flying wide as he takes in the rock walls rearing up on all
sides, the distinct lack of fleeing ogres.

"It'satra—" he starts to shout, but too late. My warriors are surging over the lips of the
cliffs like a rocky tide, dropping into the milling ranks of panicked horses and
confused knights with bellows of savage bloodlust.

Sharak lands beside me with a bone-shaking thud, lips peeled back from histusksin a
snarl of fierce, fera joy. "Now this is more like it!" he roars, wading into the fray
with mighty swings of his massive axe.

| spring to join him, Lily alethal dance of whirling death at my side. For a glorious,
gory eterntiy, al is blood and butchery, the crunch of bones and the shrieks of the



dying. We are unstoppable, invincible, scything through the Emberhal ranks like a
fell wind.

Until we're not.

"Grok!" Sharak's bellow of warning cuts through the clamor a heartbeat too late. |
whirl just in time to see a blood-maddened horse, riderless and wild-eyed, come
careening through agap in our line. It crashes into us like a juggernaut, sending ogres
flying like ninepins.

And Lily...gods, Lily. One moment she's at my back, a whirlwind of flashing stedl.
The next she's gone, borne away in atide of horseflesh and flailing hooves with a cry
that pierces me to my core.

"Lily!" Her name tears from my throat, ragged with fear and fury. | lunge after her,
shouldering my way through the melee with single-minded savagery. Have to reach
her. Haveto...

A blow like a battering ram slams into my shield, staggering me. | turn with a snarl to
face my attacker...and find myself staring into Varkos's pale, poisonous gaze.

"Going somewhere, beast?' His lips pedl back from white teeth. "We have a dance to
finish, you and I."

| bare my tusks in feral challenge, fury sluicing through my veins, chasing out
thought, restraint. "Then by all means," | rumble, dliding into a battle crouch, "lead
the way, butcher."

He meets my charge with a clash and screech of steel on steel, his sword sparking as
it grates against my shield. For all his silks and perfumes, Varkos is strong, fast. Each
blow resounds through my body like a hammer on an anvil, making my bones



shudder, my teeth ache.

But | am Grok Bloodclaw, and | am power incarnate, the wrath of the wild made
flesh. | shake off hits that would fell alesser fighter, giving as good as | get and more.
Blood and spittle fly as | drive him back, back, roaring my rage.

From the corner of my eye, | catch a flash of red hair, pale skin. Lily, fighting her
way towards me, her blade a dance of death. Her face is set, eyes blazing, a Vakyrie
made mortal. My heart swells with fierce pride even as dread sits leaden in my gut.
She shouldn't be here. Should be far away, safe from...

Varkos's blade licks out, a serpent's strike, and fresh pain blossoms hot and bright in
my thigh. | stumble, off-balance for a critical instant. And the bastard seizes his
chance, spinning past me towards my unguarded flank. Towards...

"NO!" The bellow bursts from my throat, raw with horror.

He's not aming for me. He's going for Lily, his sword flashing down like a
thunderbolt from a clear sky. She's turning, too slowly, exhaustion and injury slowing
her guard. Shelll never deflect the blow in time. It will take her full in the chest,
punch through steel and sinew and the frantic drum of her heart. End her, destroy her,
rip her away from me after all we've...

| don't think. | move, a single primal impulse. My body between hers and the killing
strike, a living shield. | feel the blade bite deep, cleaving muscle, shattering rib. Fire
and lightning shred through every nerve, whiting out the world. I'm falling, drowning,
the taste of blood heavy on my tongue.

"Grok!" Lily's scream pierces the haze, high and horrible.
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Varkos' blade wrenches free of my flesh and | crumple like a rag doll, l[imbs refusing
my commands. Distantly, | feel her catch me, cradle me, her tears scalding where
they drip onto my face.

"Grok, no, stay with me, you can't...you can't leave me..."

| force my eyes open, drinking in the sight of her. Even streaked with blood and
muck, she's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. The only thing | want to take with
me into the dark.

"Love...you." The words are a ghost, little more than a blood-flecked exhalation. But
| have to say them, give her the truth of me. "Always...forever..."

Something in her face shatters. But then she's moving, so fast she blurs, Varkos's
triumphant snarl choked to a gurgle. The clang of a blade falling from his hand.
Varkoss howl, high and horrified. Lily standing over his writhing form, blade
dripping crimson.

The tide turns like a finger snap, the remaining knights throwing down their arms,
fleeing before my warriors renewed charge. The battle is won, but all | can see is
Lily, falling to her knees at my side.

"Hold on," she commands, voice cracking as she fumbles with bandages, packs the
wound with desperate haste. "Grok, stay with me. Don't you dare |leave me."

I'm trying, clinging to the fading world with numb, shaking fingers. But the grey is
crashing in, relentless and hungry. She hauls me up, wedges her shoulder beneath



mine. Every step is agony, each ragged breath bubbling wet and thick in my throat.

But we're moving, staggering towards the tree line as the world smears in a sickening
blur. Her voice fadesin and out, choked but fierce.

"Almost there. Almost safe. Just hold on, my heart. My love. Stay with me..."
The green shadow of the forest closes over us, cool and quiet. My legs buckle, taking
us to the moss-soft ground. Her arms curl around me, pulling me into her, my head

lolling on her shoulder.

"Lily," | rasp, the world narrowing to the pale moon of her face, the gleam of her
eyes. "My mate. My miracle. |...I'm sorry..."

"Shut up," she chokes. "Just shut up, you great idiot. You're going to be fine, do you
hear me?"

| try to smile, to obey. But the cold is rising, smothering, dragging me down. | force
leaden lips to shape the words, one last time.

"Loveyou. Always have...alwayswill. In thislife...and whatever comes after."

The grey takes me then, and the last thing | feel is her lips on mine, desperate and
lingering, and the salt of her tears on my tongue.

Then...nothing. Nothing but the dark, and the aching absence of her.

My Lily. My heart.

20



Lily

| don't know how long | stumble through the forest, Grok's massive weight bearing
me down, his blood soaking my side. It could be minutes. Hours. Each second
stretches into an eternity of fear and desperation, of fervent prayers to gods | barely
believe in anymore.

Please. Please let him live. Let me save him.

At last, just when my knees are about to give out, a miracle. A cottage, little more
than a rickety shack, rising out of the gloom between one blink and the next. A
woodcutter's hut maybe, or a trapper's, long abandoned from the look of it. But it has
four walls and aroof, adoor that still hangs straight on its hinges.

Shelter. Safety.

A place to heal my love...or watch him slip away.

With a sob of relief and terror, | stagger across the clearing, shouldering the door
open with a creak of rusted hinges. Inside, the single room smells of mildew and

mouse droppings, of time and abandonment. But there's a narrow bed shoved against
one wall, atable and chairs, a hearth with a spiderwebbed stack of firewood beside it.

Enough. It will have to be enough.

| lower Grok onto the bed as gently as | can, my muscles screaming with the effort.
He moans low in his throat, head lolling, face ashen beneath the grey cast of his skin.
Fresh blood oozes between my fingers as | peel back the makeshift bandage, hot and

slick.

Ancestors, so much blood. How can anyone lose so much and still live?



No. No, | won't let myself think it, entertain the possibility. Grok is strong, so strong.
He'll survive this. He must.
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Because aworld, alife without himinit...
| refuse to imagineit. | can't.

My hands are shaking as | build afire in the grate, nurse it to gasping, guttering life.
Thelight isdim, fitful, but it's enough to see by as| fill a dented kettle from the pump
behind the cottage and set it to boil. Then | gather the meager supplies this place has
to offer—moth-eaten blankets, a chipped basin, rags that may once have been dish
towels.

All the while, | keep up a steady stream of chatter, a rambling monologue directed at
Grok's still, silent form. Anything to fill the fear-frozen silence, to tether him to me,
tolife.

"You just rest now, love," | croon as | cut away his blood-soaked clothing, clean the
ugly gash as best | can. "Let me take care of everything. You've spent so long taking
care of me, protecting me...now it's my turn. My turn to be the strong one, the savior."

| pause, throat closing on a hard knot of emotion. With infinite gentleness, | brush
sweat-soaked hair back from his brow, trace the beloved lines of his face. The grim
arch of his brow, the harsh blade of his cheekbones, the full, firm curve of his lips.
Lips that have smiled for me, snarled for me. Whispered words of love and lust,
breathed prayers and promises into my skin.

My beautiful, brutal warrior. My heart.

Mine.



"You can't leave me," | rasp, the words harsh, broken. A vow, a command. "Do you
hear me, Grok? Y ou don't get to do this. Don't get to make me love you, make me
need you...and then rip yourself away. Y ou promised, remember? To stay. To never
leave me. So you damn well better keep that promise, you great bloody brute. Or |
swear by al the gods, I'll follow you into the dark and drag you back myself."

I'm crying openly now, tears and snot and the salt-sting of grief smearing my cheeks.
| make no attempt to stem the tide, to be strong or stoic. There's no one here to see, to
witness my weakness, my unraveling.

No one but him, my love, my life.

Shuddering, | lean down and press my lipsto his, tasting my own tears. "l need you,"
| breathe against his slack, silent mouth. "I need you, Grok. More than breath, more
than lifeitself. So you fight, damn you. Fight and stay with me. Don't you dare leave
me alone in thisworld, not after everything. Not now. Not ever."

| linger one last moment, memorizing the rasp of his breath, the thud of his heart.
Then, slowly, painfully, | straighten, squaring my shoulders, my spine. Swiping at my
cheeks with the back of one trembling hand.

Enough of that, Lily. Enough weeping and wailing like some weak, simpering
damsel. Grok needs your strength now, not your sniveling.

Soget toit.

Jaw firming, | set to work, sluicing hot water and herb-steeped poultices over the
wound, packing it with every scrap of healing knowledge I've ever gleaned. From my
mother, gone too soon. From the wise women and hedge witches of the village, the
heal ers who patched me up after one too many reckless scraps.



| bind the wound tight with strips of boiled linen, wrap Grok in every blanket | can
find until he looks like some hulking woodland beast, shaggy and strange. Trickle
water and tinctures past his cracked lips, chafing his hands, his face, to bring blood
and warmth back to waxy flesh.

All through the night, | tend him. Kneel beside his bed and plead in silence for the
only miracle I've ever needed, ever wanted.

Please, please...just let him live. Let me keep this love, this life...that I've only just,
finaly found. I'll pay any price, bear any burden...

Just give him back to me. Whole and hale and safe.

Please.

As the grey fingers of dawn creep through the cracks in the shutters, Grok stirs, a
deep-chested groan quaking the still air. | jerk upright from my slumped vigil, every

nerve alight, heart in my throat.

"Grok?' My voice cracks on his name, battle-rough and breakable. "Can you hear me,
love? Are you with me?"

Slowly, painfully, his eyes flutter open, strain to focus on my face. The amber of
them is clouded, confused, but aware.

Alive.

"Lily," he croaks, little more than a breath, a broken wisp of sound. But it's the
sweetest music I've ever heard. "What...where...?"

"Shh," | soothe, reaching out to stroke his brow, careful-tender. "Don't try to talk yet.



You're safe, Grok. We both are. | found us shelter, patched you up as best | could.
You're going to be alright.”

My voice wobbles, threatens to crack, but | swallow hard against the upwelling of
relieved tears. Have to be strong, steady. For him.

He frowns, a furrow forming between his brows as he takes in our surroundings, the
pain and pallor of his own face. Memory slowly kindles in his gaze, horror and fury

and aching concern.

"The battle," he rasps urgently, struggling to rise. "Varkos...did he...are you...?"
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“I'm fing," | assure him swiftly, pressing him back down with gentle, implacable
hands. "Varkos is dead, Grok. We won. You..." My voice fails me, a hard knot of
remembered terror lodging in my throat. Swallowing thickly, | force myself to go on.
"You saved me. Stepped in front of his blade, the blow meant for my heart.
Ancestors, Grok, you amost..."

A single rogue tear dlips free, streaking hot down my cheek. | dash it away
impatiently, fixing him with a glare I hope hides the way I'm shaking inside. "Don't
you ever do that again, you hear me? Don't you ever scare me like that again.
Watching you fall, seeing you so still, so much blood..." A shudder ripples through
me, ice in my marrow. "I thought... | thought I'd lost you."

His face softens, a big, callused palm coming up to cradle my cheek. | lean into the
touch helplessly, starvation and succor in one.

"Never," he rumbles, low and rasping but so achingly aive. "You'll never lose me,
Lily. Not in this world or any other. I'm yours, remember? Always and only. To
whatever end."

A sob hitches in my throat and | turn my face into his palm, press a fierce kiss to the
heart of it. "You better remember that, you great idiot,” | manage to croak. "Because
if you ever pull astunt like that again, I'll kill you myself. Slowly and painfully. Over
many, many days."

He chuckles softly, then winces, face pinching with pain. | make a low, distressed
sound, hands fluttering uselessly over his chest.



"Hush now," | croon, gentling him back onto the thin pillow. "No more talk, no more
fuss. You need to rest, regain your strength.”

He grumbles wordlessly but allows me to settle him, eyes aready fighting to stay
open. Bending, | brush a soft, lingering kiss to his brow, his fluttering lids. "Sleep," |
whisper against his skin. "I'll be right here, keeping watch. Nothing and no one will

touch you again, | swear it. On my life, my love."

He sighs, a soft susurrus of breath. Nuzzles his face clumsily into my touch. " Stay?"
he mumbles muzzily, more than half asleep already.

"Always," | vow, throat aching, heart full to breaking. Perching on the edge of the
bed, | stroke his hair as his breathing deepens and evens. Watch the lines of pain
slowly smooth from his dear, rugged face.

My heart. My home.

Safe and alive and here.

For now, that's enough. That's everything.

Let the world and its worries wait. The war, the wounds, both physical and spiritual.
The hard choices and harrowing roads ahead.

In this moment, in this space...thereis only him. Only this.

Thislove, thislight...that I'll fight to my very last breath to keep.

No matter the cost. No matter the scars.

What follows are days of pain and recovery, of fear and hope in equal, agonizing



measure. | barely sleep, barely eat, every waking moment consumed by Grok's care,
his comfort. | change his bandages religiously, feed him broth and healing teas
spoonful by shaking spoonful. | bathe the sweat and sickness from his skin, murmur
songs and stories and every sweet, silly nothing | can think of to tether him to the
world, to wellness.

Tome.

Sometimes, in the darkest hours of the night, when his fever burns brightest and he
thrashes and moans in the grip of delirium...I crawl into the narrow bed beside him.
Press myself to the heat and heft of him, skin to skin, heart to heart. | stroke his hair,
his heaving flank, and plead with him in broken whispers.

“I'm here," | rasp against the humid hollow of his throat, the throb of his pulse. "I'm
here, Grok. Come back to me. Please, please...come back to me. | can't do this
without you. Can't be, without you. I'm not that strong."

But even as | say it, | know it for the lie it is. Because | am strong. Strong enough to
hold him, hold us both, through this and every other storm to come. | am Lily
Hawthorne, the Red Blade, Scourge of the Borderlands and Beloved of the
Bloodclaw Warlord.

| do not break. | do not bend.

Not even for this, the greatest battle of my life. The fight for him, for us.

For our future, our forever...that I'll wade through every hell, every horror, to claim.

And slowly, day by stubborn day...I begin to win that battle. To turn that tide.

His fever breaks, lucidity seeping back into his eyes for longer and longer stretches.



His skin loses its waxy pallor, some of its healthy grey luster returning. He manages
to keep down solid food, regaining a measure of his formidable strength.

And in the moments between, the sweet, stolen hours of cam and connection...we
talk. Low, and halting, voices hushed in the honeyed half-light.

Of our pasts, our hopes and scars and secret shames. The stories that have shaped us,
honed us...all unknowing...for this. For each other.

He tells me of his childhood, the harshness and the hunger of it. Of how he clawed
his way up from nothing, forged himself into a warrior, a warlord...through blood and
brawn and sheer, unbreakable will.
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| tell him of my own life, my losses. Of my mother's death, my father's decline into
drink and despair. Of the rage, the restlessness, that drove me to pick up a blade, to
throw myself into a cause not my own...just to feel something, anything, beyond the
howling void inside.

We speak of the war, the ancient enmities that have riven our peoples for generations
beyond counting. Of how, in each other, we've found a bridge across that bitter
divide. A way forward, towards peace, that we scarcely dared dream possible before.

But now...now, with every touch, every whispered word, every shared breath...that
dream feels achingly near. Inevitable, inexorable, as the turning of the seasons, the
wheeling of the stars.

As this fledgling, unfurling thing between us, mighty and miraculous. This love, vast
as oceans, that could reshape the very world in its wake...if only we're strong enough,
brave enough, to grip it tight.

To fight for it, come what may.

And oh, but | am ready for that fight. Ready and raring, a wildfire raging in my
breast, my blood. Because he is mine now, this savage, soulful male.

And I'll raze cities, rend the very heavens to keep him. To hold him, and be held, just
like this. Battered and bruised, broken open and remade in each other's arms.

Forever.



Late one night, as Grok sleeps and | drowse in a hard chair beside the bed...a noise
jolts me to instant, adrenaline-fueled alertness. A rustling, a snapping twig, just
outside the cottage walls.

I'm on my feet in a heartbeat, reaching for my sword with a hand that barely trembles.
At my back, | hear Grok stir, alow rumble of alarm in his chest. But | hiss at him to
be still, stay silent.

Cracked or not, I'll be thrice-damned if | let anything or anyone threaten him, harm
him. Not now. Not ever again.

On silent feet, | stalk to the door, blade at the ready. With a deep, steadying breath, |
set my shoulders...and wrench the door open in one violent motion.

A familiar figure stumbles back with a startled oath, hands flying up in instinctive
surrender. | blink, not quite trusting my sleep-deprived eyes. Surely it can't be...

"Thane?'

My brother—for it is him, unmistakably—Iooks haggard, careworn, but his smile is
true as he slowly lowers his hands. "Hello, little sister,” he says softly. "You're a
damn hard woman to track down, you know that?"

| stare at him in mute, frozen shock for along, slow heartbeat. Then, with alow, wild
sound, | fling myself into his arms, sword falling forgotten from my suddenly numb
fingers.

He catches me tight, crushing me to his chest as | shake and shake, great gulping sobs
wrenching up from some deep, dark place inside me. "Thane," | rasp brokenly into
the familiar scratch of his jerkin. "Thane, gods and ancestors, is it really you? How,
why are you here, how did you find me?"



"Shh," he soothes, big hands rubbing circles on my back, gentle as when we were
children and he comforted me after skinned knees and schoolyard squabbles. "Shh,
Lily-bud, it'saright. I'm here. I'm here and I've got you."

| don't know how long | weep, a lifetime's worth of tears and terrors pouring out in
great, gasping waves. All the fear, the pain, the desperate, clawing need...that I've
held tight inside, refused to release, refused to fedl...for Grok's sake, my own.

But Thane takes it, accepts it, his arms an unshakable bulwark. My blood, my
bedrock. As my sobs slowly subside, Thane guides me back into the cottage, one arm
still firm around my shoulders. | stiffen as his gaze lands on Grok, a low growl
rumbling instinctively in my raw throat.

But to my shock, Thane merely inclines his head respectfully, his expression grave
but kind. "Warlord Grok," he says softly. "I'm glad to see you alive, if not entirely
well. My sister has been..." He clears his throat, a shadow passing over his face.
"WEell. It's been a hard road for you both, | know."

Grok struggles to sit up straighter, wincing but facing my brother with unbowed
pride. "Thane Hawthorne," he rumbles, his deep voice rusty with disuse. "Well met,
for al the strangeness of the circumstances.” His eyes cut to me, warm with concern.
"Lily...areyou aright?'

| disengage gently from Thane's hold to cross to Grok, taking his big hand in both of
mine. "I'm fing," | assure him, managing a wavery smile. "Better than, now." | glance
over my shoulder at my brother, a question in my eyes. "Thane...now? Why? Not that
I'm not thrilled, overjoyed to see you, but..."

He sighs, rubbing a hand over his stubbled jaw. "It's a long story,” he says wryly.
"And one perhaps best told over a hot meal. You look half-starved, sister. Both of

you.



He unslings a bulging pack from his shoulder, pulling out parcels of travel bread,
hard cheese, dried meat. My stomach rumbles eagerly at the sight, my mouth flooding
with sudden saliva.

When was the last time | ate? | can barelu remember, every waking thought
consumed by Grok, his needs, his care.

As if reading my mind, my love squeezes my hand, his gaze soft with gentle
reproach. "Eat, Lily," he urges quietly. "Please. You've been wearing yourself to the
bone tending me. Let me—Ilet us—return the favor now, just alittle."

Thane hums agreement as he sets out the food, pours ale from a skin into dented
tankards. "Grok has the right of it," he says, not unkindly. "You'll be no good to
anyone if you run yourself into the ground, Lily-bud. Least of all him."

| huff and grumble, but alow the two males to bully me into stuffing myself with
bread and cheese, gulping down great fortifying swallows of ale. And | have to
admit...it helps, the food sitting warm and heavy in my hollow belly, the acohol
buzzing through my blood.

Thane tells his tale as we eat, Grok and | listening intently. He speaks of the battle's
aftermath, the retreat to Thornhall. Of taking command in my absence, rallying our
battered forces. Of the debates, the dissent that followed—some calling for
retaliation, othersfor parlay in the wake of this uneasy truce, this shaky cease-fire.
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And through it al, his growing conviction that something fundamental had changed.
Some vital piece shifting on the great gameboard of this conflict...centered on the
unprecedented bond between ogre warlord and human champion.

On Grok...and me.

"I knew | had to find you," Thane says softly, his eyes distant, pensive. "Had to see
for myself...what manner of connection could compel such sacrifice, such devotion.
And how it might..." He pauses, weighing his words carefully. "How it might change
things. For all of us, human and ogre aike."

| glance at Grok, reading my own quiet awe in his eyes, the set of his jaw. After a
lifetime of war, of strife and slaughter...could it truly be that smple? That a single
bond, a love that breached the boundaries of race and rancor...might chart a new
course, aroad to resolution?

"It won't be easy," Thane cautions, as if sensing the shape of our thoughts. "Even if
this fragile peace holds, even if we can bring our peoples to parlay...there are
centuries of hatred to overcome. Generations of spilled blood and bone-deep biases. It
will take time, tact...and tremendous courage.”

"Courage we have," Grok says roughly. His hand finds mine, our fingers braiding
tight. "In abundance. As well as areason to fight, to strive...to achieve what no other
has in thiswar." His gaze meets mine, molten and ardent, a silent vow.

My heart clenches, a sweet, fierce ache in my chest. Yes. Oh yes, my love. Reason
and resolve, to move mountains, forge new futures from the ruins of the old.



Together. Always, only, together.

"Well then," Thane says, something like wonderwarming his tone. "l suppose there's
nothing for it but to return to Thornhall and begin the work of building bridges. One
stone, one step at atime."

| smile, hope and determination afire in my blood, my bones. "One bond at atime,” |
correct softly, lifting our joined hands. Pressing a kiss to Grok's scarred knuckles, a
silent oath. "One unyielding, unbreakable love...that could reshape the world."

The road ahead will be hard, fraught with peril and opposition from al sides. But in
this moment, in the shelter of this shabby haven, with my mate on one side and my
brother on the other...

| fedl invincible.

And later that night, when Thane has bedded down by the hearth and Grok and | lie
curled together in the narrow bed...we reaffirm that bond, that promise. With hands
and hearts and the slow, sweet dide of skin on skin, we map each other anew.
Memorize with touch and taste and hushed, heated whispers all the reasons, the ways
and wherefores...that thisis worth fighting for.

That we are worth fighting for, in the face of al that would divide and deny us.
| rock above him, his thick length sheathed deep in my welcoming heat. One broad
hand cups my breast, while the other curves over my hip, guiding our rhythm as

ancient as time, as tides.

"Lily," Grok breathes. "Gods, Lily, yes. Take me, take all of me. Everything | am,
everything...it'syours. Only ever yours."



"Mine," | moan softly, undulating over him in long, lush strokes. Feeling him deep,
deeper, his thickness stretching me in the most exquisite ache. "My Grok, my mate.
My heart, my home."

| lean down to kiss him, slow and sumptuous, my hair curtaining us in a crimson
cocoon. We move as one, give and take, a dance that builds in tempo and intensity as
pleasure coils tighter. Grok's teeth graze the tender column of my throat as his fingers
find the dlick nub at the apex of my sex, circling in maddening counterpoint to his
steadily increasing thrusts.

"That'sit," he growls against my skin as | gasp and shudder above him. "That's it, my
gueen. My goddess. Let go for me, let me see you. I've got you, now and always..."

And with a keening cry, | do, shattering in his arms as ecstasy crashes over me in
breaking waves. He follows me over, roaring through his own release as | milk himin
fluttering, rippling pulses.

We cling to each other as we descend, trading soft kisses and shaking sighs.
Murmuring affirmations, adorations, with the little breath we can muster.

"I love you," | rasp into the sweat-damp hollow of his throat. "I love you, Grok. In
thislife and whatever waits beyond, with everything | am...I love you."

"My Lily," he rumbles back, arms tight as iron bands around me. "My soul's own
mate. | will love you to the end of worlds, and then I'll find you in the next and love
you anew. Always, only, endlesdly...I am yours."

We drift into drowsing, lulled by the wondrous weight of this love, this promise.
Even as we ready ourselves for the battle to come, the struggle to bring our vision,
our fervent dream...to vibrant, valiant life.



A new world, a new way, bought and birthed by this bond, unbreakable and
unbounded.

The bond of human and ogre, woman and warrior, forever fused as one.

In thislife, and all the rest to come.

21

Grok

Pain pulses through my veins with every labored heartbeat, throbbing in time with my

shallow breaths. But beneath the agony, there is softness. Warmth. Gentle hands
smoothing over my brow, alilting voice murmuring soothing nonsense.
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"Lily," | rasp, my eyelids fluttering open. She's hovering over me, her lovely face
drawn with exhaustion and worry.

"Shh, don't try to talk," she soothes, her fingers combing through my hair. "Y ou need
torest, love. Let the healing do itswork."

| shake my head stubbornly, ignoring the answering throb in my temples. "Can't," |
grit out. "Need...need to tell you..."

"Tell mewhat?' She leans closer, her eyes searching mine.

| swallow hard, the words like shards of glass in my parched throat. "Saw it," |
whisper. "When | was...drifting. A future for us, Lily. A way...to bring our peoples
together. To end...all this bloodshed.”

Her breath catches, her fingers stilling against my scalp. "What do you mean, Grok?
What did you see?"

Haltingly, feverishly, | tell her of the visions that sustained me through the worst of
the pain—fragmented glimpses of ogre and human standing together, bound by ties
stronger than hatred or history. Of ruling with wisdom and compassion, building
bridges instead of barriers.

"It won't be easy," | rasp when I've finished, searching her face for a reaction. "Well
face opposition from all sides. But Lily...I believe thisis our chance. Our one shot to
break the cycle."



For a long, agonizing moment, she's silent, her gaze distant and thoughtful. Then,
slowly, she nods, a smile breaking across her face like a sunrise.

"Okay," she says softly, fiercely. "Okay, Grok. I'm in. We'll do this together, come
what may. We'll fight for a better future, area peace.”

She leans down and kisses me, long and deep and full of promise. And in the heat of
her mouth, the conviction in her eyes..| feel something kindling in my chest.
Something bright and bold and brave, uncoiling from my very bones.

Belief. Hope. The certainty that together, she and | can move mountains. Reshape
worlds.

As | hed, that certainty only grows, tempered and honed by long conversations with
Lily and Thane, bent over maps and missives. We argue, we plan, we dream...and
slowly, painstakingly, a strategy takes shape.

"WEell need dlies,"” Thane says grimly one evening, jabbing a finger at a crumbling
map. "On both sides. People who are tired of all the killing, ready to consider another

way."
Lily nods, her brow furrowed in thought. "I have some ideas about that,” she
murmurs. " Sympathetic ears in Thorn Hall, and beyond. If we can get them to the
table..."

"It'sastart,” | rumble, squeezing her hand. "A foundation we can build on."
"What about the other clans?' Thane asks, his eyes sharp on mine. "The

Bonechewers, the Skullcleavers? They've aways been the most...reluctant...to
entertain notions of peace."



| sigh, rubbing a hand over my face. "The Bonechewers will follow where | lead," |
say dowly. "Their warlord, Krug, owes me a blood debt from way back. Hell
grumble and posture, but in the end...he'll fall inline."

"And the Skullcleavers?' Lily prompts gently, sensing my unease.

I'm silent for a long moment, old memories playing behind my eyes. Memories of
vicious border skirmishes, grudges nursed like poisoned wounds...

"Brokk is proud,” | say at last. "Stubborn. He won't be easily swayed from the old
ways, the old hatreds." | shake my head. "But we have to try. Have to at least extend
the olive branch, see if he'swilling to grasp it."

Thane nods, something like respect kindling in his gaze. "Y ou're a good man, Grok,"
he says quietly. "A good leader. | didn't always see that...but | do now."

Lily squeezes my hand, her smile soft and proud. "He's the best of us," she murmurs.
"The very best."

Humbled, | duck my head, clearing my suddenly tight throat. "I'm trying," | manage.
"Trying to be worthy of the faith you've both placed in me. The faith I'm asking my
people to placein this...new path."

"Y ou are worthy," Lily saysfiercely. "Worthy and then some, my love."

The conviction in her voice, the fire in her eyes...it bolsters me, straightens my spine.
Gives me the courage to face what comes next—the hard conversations, the harder
concessions. The slow, oftentimes painful work of changing hearts and minds, one

stubborn inch at atime.

It starts with the clandestine meetings in our cramped cottage, watching with bated



breath as old enemies break bread, trade cautious words. It's tense, halting work,
generations of fear and fury crackling like lightning in the air.

But through it al, Lily is a beacon, a tireless champion for our cause. Her conviction
never wavers, her charisma a tangible force as she cajoles and coaxes, soothes and
persuades.

"I never knew you had such a silver tongue,” | tease her one night, after a particularly
grueling session. "Y ou could charm the scales off adragon, | swear."

She laughs, the sound warm and bright against my chest as she curls into me. "You're
not so bad yourself, Warlord,” she murmurs. "The way you spoke tonight, about
honor and healing...I think you really reached them."
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| hum noncommittally, burying my nose in her hair. "Maybe. But the real test is still
to come.”

And come it does, when | stand before the assembled might of Bloodclaw Clan and
solemnly declare my intention to parlay with the humans. To forge bonds between
our people like the bond | share with my mate, my mirror.

The roar of outrage nearly shakes the rafters, accusations and insults hurled like
javelins. | feel Lily tense beside me, ready to spring to my defense...but | squeeze her
hand, holding her back.

"I have heard your concerns," | say into the seething silence, my voice degpening to a
growl. "Your doubts and your disapproval. And | understand them, for they were
once my own."

| sweep my gaze over the room, holding each bristling warrior's eyes in turn. "But |
stand before you a changed ogre," | continue quietly. "One who has seen, firsthand,
the cost of clinging to our hatreds. The scars it leaves, on flesh and spirit alike. And |
tell you now...I will bear those scars no longer. Nor will | watch more of our people
fall, for the sake of awar that haslost all meaning."

A long, ringing beat of silence. Then Sharak steps forward, his grizzled face
inscrutable. "You would have us treat with the enemy, Warlord?' he rumbles. "Lay
down our arms and sue for peace, after all they have done?"

"I would have us try," | reply steadily. "Try to build a better world, Sharak. One
where our children can grow tall and strong, unbent by the weight of inherited



enmity."

For a single, breathless moment, the entire hall seems to hold its collective breath.
Then Sharak nods once, sharply. "So beit," he says, loud enough for al to hear. "If
thisis the course you have set...then | will follow, as| have always done. As | always
will, until the day | draw my last breath."

One by one, the other ogres echo his assent, some grudging, some thoughtful, al
bound by the weight of loyalty, of tradition. | incline my head to them, humbled and
gratified all at once.

"What of the Skullcleavers?' a voice pipes up from the back, wary and wondering.
"Have they agreed to this...folly?"

| feel Lily stiffen beside me, hear Thane's sharp intake of breath. But | keep my face
Impassive, my voice even.

"Brokk has been...approached,” | say carefully. "Invited to join us on this new path.
But his response was...ambiguous at best."

A discontented rumble rolls through the crowd, the specter of old rivalries raising its
head.

"Brokk's always been a contrary bastard,” someone mutters. "Too proud for his own
good."

"Or the good of hisclan,” another voice chimesin.
| raise a hand, quelling the mutters. "We will continue to reach out to Brokk," | say

firmly. "Continue to offer him a seat at the table, a chance to be part of this...new
beginning. But we will not let his reluctance, his refusal, derail our efforts. We will



press on, with or without the Skullcleavers."

"But what if they attack?' a young warrior bursts out, his eyes wide and worried.
"What if they see our peace as weakness, and try to wipe us out while our guard is
down?'

It's a fear I've grappled with myself, in the dark hours of the night. A fear that's kept
me pacing, kept me planning, spinning out contingencies and worst-case scenarios.

But | know, deep in my bones, that we can't let that fear rule us. Can't let it paralyze
us, or push us back into the bloody, broken patterns of the past.

"If they attack," | say slowly, "then we will defend ourselves. Defend our loved ones,
our lands, with all the strength and skill at our command. But we will not strike first.
Will not let their aggression poison the well of our new beginning."

| pause, letting the words sink in. Letting the weight of my conviction, my
determination, fill the hall like aliving thing.

"We are ogres," | continue, my voice ringing with pride. "Warriors, born and bred.
But we are also builders, Bloodclaw Clan. Makers and growers, nurturing the seeds
of a better future in the stubborn soil of our souls. And by the gods, we will see those
seeds bloom...even if we have to protect them with our very lives."

A beat of silence. Then, like a distant thunderclap, a cheer begins to build. Spreads
from throat to throat, swelling to a roar that rattles the rafters, shakes the stones
beneath our feet.

"Bloodclaw!" they cry, fistsraised in salute. "Grok! Grok! Grok!"

Beside me, Lily beams, her eyes bright with unshed tears. Thane claps a hand on my



shoulder, his grip fierce with pride.

And I...I stand tall and strong, humbled and exalted all at once. Knowing that thisis
just the beginning, just the first step on along and winding road.

But it'saroad I'm ready to walk. Ready to blaze, with my mate by my side and my
clan at my back.

Ready to fight for, with every last beat of my battered, hopeful heart.

That night, as Lily and | tumble into bed, bodies twined and hearts racing, | pour all
of that hope, that fierce and trembling joy, into our lovemaking. | worship her with
hands and mouth, tongue and teeth, until she's gasping, until she's writhing, my name
abroken prayer on her lips.

"Grok," shemoans as| dlick mighty fingers through her wetness, teasing the little bud
at her center. "Gods, Grok...don't stop."
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"Never," | growl against the curve of her breast. "Never stop loving you, Lily. Never
stop fighting for you, for us...for the world we're trying to build."

She keens high in her throat, back arching like a drawn bow as | dide thick digits
inside her, crooking them just so. "l love you," she gasps, nails raking furrows down
my back. "I love you, Grok...my warlord, my heart..."

| groan, pulling my fingers out and sinking my sheath into her welcoming heat. | lose
myself in the tight, wet clasp of her body. Thrusting deep, splitting her open on the
thick length of me as she thrashes and mewls, inner muscles fluttering around my
aching cock.

"My queen,” | rasp, punctuating each word with a pump of my hips. "My
salvation...my everything..."

Release crashes over us like a wave, sweeping us under in a riptide of pleasure so
sharp it borders on pain. | muffle my roars in the fragrant silk of her hair, pouring
myself into her, filling her with wet heat as she shudders and spasms, clenching me
tight.

Long, languid moments later, as the aftershocks fade to pleasant shivers, | gather her
close, fitting her curves to my angles. She sighs and snuggles deeper, her breathing
evening out as she drifts towards dreams.

But | stay awake awhile longer, my mind whirling, hope and worry twining together
in my chest. Hope for our fledgling peace, for the future we're fighting tooth and nail
to build. Worry for the obstacles in our path...and the one glaring absence at our



council fires.
The Skullcleavers. Brokk. My oldest rival, my bitterest foe...who carries grudges like
others carry shields. Who's scorned every overture, spurned every plea to join our

efforts.

| don't know what it will take to sway him, to crack that stony reserve. Don't know if
anything can, after all the bad blood, all the bloody history between us.

But | know we have to try. Have to keep reaching out, keep extending the hand...even
if it gets slapped away, time and time again.

For the sake of the peace we're building. The dream we're chasing.

And for Lily...who deserves a world without war. A life without the constant specter
of death, of loss, dogging her steps.

"I'll keep fighting for you," | whisper into the dark, my arms tightening around my
slumbering mate. "For us, Lily love. No matter how hard it gets, no matter how
hopeless it seems...| won't give up. | won't let the Skullcleavers, or anyone else, stand

in the way of the happiness, the healing, we've bled for."

| press akiss to her temple, breathing in the sweet, sleepy scent of her. "I promise,” |
murmur. "With everything | have, everything | am...I promise.”

And it'savow | know I'll keep, unto my very last breath. A pledge I'll honor, even if
it takes the rest of my days.

For her. For us.

22



Lily

The Great Hall is a sea of tension, the air thick with the mingled scents of human and
ogre—leather and steel, sweat and suspicion. | stand at Grok's side, my spine straight,
my chin high, as | survey the gathered leaders, the representatives of our warring
peoples.

At least, those that we were able to get here. The Skullcleavers have continued to
rebuff our invitations. My hope is that after today, as peace spreads, the small, mighty
clan will begin to see things our way.

For now, we have enough opposition without throwing them into the mix. Our people
seem more prepared for al-out war than a peace negotiation.

They eye each other warily across the aisle that divides them, a physical
manifestation of the centuries of hatred and distrust that yawn between us. Glares and
growls, hands twitching towards sword hilts and axe handles.

But they're here. They came, at Grok's call and mine, to this unprecedented summit.
This chance, however fragile, for a new beginning. A new path forward.

And now...now it's up to me to convince them to take it. To sell them on the dream,
the desperate hope, that's consumed me since the moment | opened my eyes to the
truth of what Grok and | could be. Could mean, for the future of Agaroth.

No pressure, | think wryly, my palms going damp against the rich fabric of my gown.
Just the fate of nations, of generations, riding on my words, my conviction.

But then Grok's hand finds mine, his fingers twining with my own. | look up at him,
and the love shining in his amber eyes steadies me. Reminds me of everything we've
overcome, everything we've built...and everything we still stand to gain.



Together. Always, only, together.

Drawing a deep breath, | step forward, into the waiting hush. "Lords and ladies,
chieftains and champions,” | begin, my voice carrying clear and strong in the vaulted
space. "Thank you for gathering here today, for heeding the call to parlay. | know it
wasn't an easy choice, or acomfortable one."

A rustle of unease, a hiss of drawn breath. | plow forward, letting my gaze travel the
hall, locking eyes with human and ogre alike.

"We come here today burdened by generations of war, of loss and lament on a scale
beyond reckoning,” | continue, letting them hear the grief, the gravity in my tone.
"We are dl, every one of us, born of blood and bitterness, raised to hate and fear the
other as a monster, a menace to be exterminated at all costs.”
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| pause, letting the weight of it, the weariness, settle on stooped shoulders. Seeing the
shadow of it, the recognition, in even the proudest, most pugnacious faces.

"But | stand before you today to say...it doesn't have to be this way. The cycle of
revenge and retribution, the legacy of anguish and enmity...it can end. Here, now,
with us. If we're brave enough, bold enough to choose a different path. A higher
road."

Mutters and murmurs, some considering, some incredulous. | feel Grok's presence at
my back, solid and steady, silently willing me strength, resolve. | square my
shoulders, forging ahead.

"I know it seems impossible,” | acknowledge, my voice ringing with empathy, with
shared strain and sorrow. "Gods know, not so long ago, | would have scoffed at the
very notion of peace between our peoples. Of anything but unending antagonism and
strife.”

My lips curve in afaint, rueful smile. "But then...then | met someone who challenged
everything | thought I knew. Who showed me, in a thousand small ways that honor
and heart know no boundaries of race. That courage and compassion can bloom in
even the most unlikely soil, the most hostile conditions.”

| turn my head, my gaze finding Grok's like a lodestone, an invisible tether. The love,
the pride that blazes back at me sets my skin tingling, my soul alight.

"Grok Bloodclaw taught me that an ogre can be noble, valiant...even gentle and
generous in spirit," | declare, the words ringing with conviction, with utter certainty.



"In coming to know him, to love him...| learned that we are not so different as we've
been led to believe. That the walls we've built between us are born of fear, not fact.”

| turn back to the crowd, holding out a hand in supplication, in offering. "And if Grok
and |, a human warrior and an ogre warlord, can find common ground...can build a
bond that transcends every barrier, every border...then why not all of us? Why not our
peoples, given achance to lay down our arms and forge something new?"

"Because it'sfolly!" The bellow shatters the spellbound silence, harsh and grating as a
rusty blade across bone. "Madness and moonshine, to think we could ever treat with
humans as equal s!"

| whirl towards the speaker, my heart plummeting as | recognize the towering,
glowering figure shouldering his way through the ogre delegation. Krag, the warlord
of the Bloodthirst clan, one of Grok's most vocal opponents besides the Skullcleavers.

"Grok Bloodclaw has gone soft,” Krag spits, his eyes glinting with malice and
menace as they rest on my mate, my love. "Soft and stupid in the head, bewitched by
a human whore into betraying his own kind!"

Snarls of agreement from some of the ogres, even as others shift uneasily, caught
between old allegiances and the allure of a new approach. On the human side, hands
fly to hilts, eyes narrowing in offense and outrage on my behalf.

But | hold up a staying hand, keeping my own eyes locked on Krag. "I am no whore,"
| say coldly, each word precise as a dagger's point. "And Grok is no fool. He is a
visionary, with the courage to imagine a different destiny for Agaroth. One not
defined by division and destruction."

Krag sneers, baring his tusks. "A destiny of defeat and degradation, more like," he
scoffs. "Of ogres tamed and tethered, collared like curs by our inferiors.”



He jabs a clawed finger at Grok, at me. "I name you traitors," he roars, spittle flying.
"Oathbreakers and weaklings, unworthy of leadership! And | challenge you, here and
now, for the right to rule!"

Gasps and growls, a susurrus of shock and speculation. | feel Grok tense behind me, a
rumble building in his great barrel of a chest.

But even as he steps forward, squaring his shoulders for a fight...l thrust out an arm,
stopping him in his tracks.

"No," | say firmly, never breaking Krag's baleful glare. "l accept your challenge,
Krag of the Bloodthirst clan. And | will face you myself, in the ancient rite of single
combat.”

Grok makes a strangled noise, his hand landing heavy on my shoulder. "Lily, no! |
won't let you?—"

"You don't have a choice,” | murmur, not unkindly, as | turn to face him. Reaching
up, | cradle his beloved, agonized face in my hands, my thumbs stroking soothingly

over his clenched jaw.

"Thisis my fight, Grok. My chance to prove, with blood and blade, how far I'll go for
our dream. For our future."

My lips quirk, tender and teasing. "Besides, if | let you fight for me, it will only
convince them that I'm the weak one. The human puppet-master pulling your strings."

| lean up on my toes, bringing our brows together as | breathe him in, letting his
scent, his strength, settle my racing pulse.

"I can do this, my heart. | need to do this. For us, and for everything we're striving to



build."

| hold his gaze, willing him to understand, to accept. To trust in me, in my strength
and my devation, the way | have always trusted in his.

A long, fraught moment, the world narrowed to the desperate dance of breath
between us. And then, slowly, so slowly...Grok nods. Just once, sharp and pained, but
an assent nonethel ess.

"Alright," he rasps, the word sounding as if it's been dragged over razors. "Alright,
Lily. Gods, you stubborn, brave wench."

He bows his head, pressing his lips fierce and fast to my brow, a benediction and a
plea. "Show them,” he commands hoarsely. "Show them al what | aready
know—that you are awarrior without parallel, in any race or realm."

Tears prick my eyes, gratitude and adoration a tight knot in my throat. But | swallow
them back, lifting my chin as | turn once more to face the assembly. To face Krag,
still glowering in anticipation.

"In three days time, by the ancient laws that bind all in Agaroth,” I announce, my
voice clear as a clarion, "I will meet you in the ring of equals, Krag of the
Bloodthirst. And | will show you, and all gathered here...the mettle of my blade and
belief."
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| let my gaze travel the room, taking in the array of astonished faces, of gaping
mouths. "And when | emerge victorious...you will honor the oaths of peace sworn in
this hall. Y ou will set aside your grievances, and join us in crafting a new world from
the ruins of the old."

A beat of silence...and then the ogre delegation erupts, a cacophony of cheers and
howls, disbelief and derison. The humans surge to their feet, some decrying the
barbarity of it al, others bellowing their vows to stand behind me, their champion.

Through it all, | stand tall and unbowed, letting their doubt and their fervor break
around me like water on rock. Knowing, to the very marrow of my bones, that thisis
my purpose, my calling.

To be the bridge between worlds, the emissary of an ideal worth fighting for, worth
bleeding for. The harbinger of a new age birthed by the bond between a woman and
her warlord.

Between a human...and her ogre mate.

23

Lily

The three days that follow are a blur of bruises, of sweat and a singular, searing

focus. From dawn to dusk, Grok and | sequester ourselves in the training yard,
putting me through the most punishing training of my life.



He is a exacting taskmaster, pushing me to the very limits of my endurance and
ability. We spar for hours, clashing and defending, him calling out instructions and
observations even as he presses his ruthless advance.

"Keep your guard up,” he barks, his practice blade whipping towards my head in a
whistling arc. "And watch your footing, always. Krag will try to use his size against
you, to overbalance you. Y ou must be quick and clever. Fast and light as a dragonfly
on apond.”

| arch abrow even as | dance away from his strike, bringing my own weapon up in a
ringing parry. "l thought | was meant to be alily," | quip breathlessly, darting inside
his reach to land a scoring tap on his side. "Make up your mind, my love."

He growls playfully, amber eyes glinting with proud approval even as he redoubles
his attacks. "Y ou are a menace," he informs me, punctuating each word with the thud
and clatter of wood on wood. "A vexing menace who will be the death of me."

| grinfiercely as| spin away, dropping low to sweep hislegs and send him stumbling.
"Only alittle death, | hope," | tease, pressing my advantage with a flurry of blows. "I
still have uses for you, beyond the battlefield."

His answering laugh is alow, wicked thing, even as he regains his balance and begins
to stalk me around the ring, a predator toying with his prey. "Is that so?' he purrs, his
voice asilken rumble | can feel to the depths of my belly. "Perhaps you should show
me these...uses, when we are through here. So | might better serve my queen's
pleasure.”

Heat floods me. With an effort, | wrench my focus back to the fight, to the dance of
death that decides our fate. But a part of me remains attuned to him, vibrating with
the promise, the potential, that pulses between us.



The promise of forever, hard-won and precious. Of a love forged in strife, in the
midst of combat and the warmth of our hearts.

The love | will fight for, die for, with every fiber of my being. Every breath in my
body.

Until the very last.
The day of the duel dawns bright and baleful, the sky a harsh blue above the castle
walls. | rise from a restless slumber, my muscles singing with anticipation, my mind

blessedly blank and calm.

Today is the day. The moment of truth. The gauntlet thrown before the feet of fate,
daring it to dash our hopes...or deliver usto triumph.

Grok is already awake and armored beside me, a bulk of barely-leashed tension and
tightly-reined terror. He helps me dress in grim, weighted silence, his hands straying

asif to memorize me.

As | settle my helmet over my braided hair, he catches my chin in gentle, callused
fingers. Tips my face up to his, his eyesloving and anguished all at once.

“Lily," he rasps, and the ragged emotion in that single word undoes me. | surge up on
my toes, claiming his mouth in afierce kiss. A silent vow, a voiceless promise.

| will win this. I will come back to you.

Now and always, beyond breath or bone...I am yours.

He crushes me to him, just for a moment. Just for a single, shattered heartbeat. Then,
with a shuddering exhale...he sets me back. Firms his jaw and squares his shoulders,



stepping back into the skin of the warlord. The leader, stoic and stalwart.

"Come," he says quietly. "It'stime."

Hand in hand, we descend to the great hall, to the churning sea of faces—human and
ogre, hopeful and hostile. They part before us like water, a rippling wave of whispers
and speculation.

In the center of the hall, aring has been laid out in colored sand, a circle of crimson
and ochre. At its edge, the Master of Arms awaits with a stern expression on his face,
prepared to step in should it come to that.

Krag is already waiting, a towering mass of bulging muscle and belligerent menace.
He bares his teeth at me in aferal grin, flexing his fingers around the haft of his huge
war-hammer.
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"Ready to die, human?' he taunts, loud enough for all to hear. "Ready to choke on
your own arrogance, your own lies?"

| don't deign to respond, stepping calmly to the edge of the ring. | feel Grok's gaze on
me, heavy and hot, wretched and reverent all at once. But | don't look at him. | can't.
If | do, I'll fly apart, shatter into athousand sorrowing shards.

Instead, | fix my eyes on my opponent. On my target, my trial.

My destiny, writ large in grim, towering hatred.

"Sedl the circle," the Master intones, and the gathered crowd joins him, human and
ogre voices blending in uncanny unison. "Bind the blood, and the blades that spill it.

From thisring, only one may rise...and in their rising, raise all."

The ancient words wash over me, through me. | feel them settle into my skin,
suffusing me with a sudden, diamond clarity.

| was made for this, | realize with a distant, dizzying wonder. Made for this moment,
this mission.

To be the blade in the dark, the light in the shadow. The hammer...that shatters the
old order, the old enmities.

And forges something new, something miraculous...from the ruins and the rubble.

With that thought held tight to my heart, a talisman against my fear...I step into the



ring. Into my fate, my future.

Into the fight of my life...for the love that has remade me. Redefined me.

For Grok. For us, and the world we would build.

| raise my sword, slipping into a guard stance as Krag bellows and charges, all brute
force and bloodlust. Our blades meet with a shriek and clang of steel on steel, the
impact juddering up my arms, rattling my teeth. Krag is a juggernaut, a mountain of
muscle and murderous intent. He beats at my guard like a battering ram, trying to
overpower me, to crush me beneath his superior size and strength.

But | am a reed, not an oak. | bend and sway, deflecting rather than blocking,
conserving my energy as | dance and dart around him. Employing all the speed and
subtlety Grok drilled into me, | weave a net of flashing silver around the ogre,
striking and slipping away before he can bring his hammer to bear.

Slash and dlice, feint and fade. The world narrows to the ring, to the deadly dance of
blade and body, breath and blood. Sweat stings my eyes, trickles down my spine
beneath my armor. My muscles burn, my lungs heave.

But still | press on, giving ground strategically. Letting Krag expend his fury, his
force, in wild swings and bellowed taunts.

"Stand and fight, little girl!" he rages, spittle flying from his tusked mouth. "Or do
you mean to prance about forever, relying on your little human tricks?"

| don't answer, saving my breath, my focus. Around and around we go, the crimson
sand churned to a bloody mire beneath our boots. The crowd roars and hisses, a
distant din to my ears.



| am in the void, in the hush within. The place of pure concentration, where thought
fallsaway and there is only action. Only instinct, honed to akilling edge.

| see my opening, my chance. Krag overextends, his hammer smashing into the
ground where | stood a split second before. Reversing my grip on my sword, | lunge
forward, sliding between his tree-trunk legs like an otter through water.

A twist and I'm behind him, kicking out viciously at the backs of his knees, where
ogre anatomy mirrors human. He staggers, off-balance, and | leap onto his back,
wrapping my free arm around his neck in a chokehold as | press my blade to his
jugular.

"Yield!" | rasp in his ear, my heart hammering against his spine. "Yield, Krag, and |
will spare your life!"

But he only roars, reaching back to seize me by the scruff and hurl me bodily across
the ring. | hit the ground hard, rolling with the impact, fighting to suck air back into
my stunned lungs.

And suddenly Krag is on me, knocking my blade aside with a contemptuous swat of
his hammer. His hand locks around my throat, clawed fingers digging into my flesh
as he pins me to the churned earth.

"Weak," he sneers down at me, his weight crushing, compressing. Black spots bloom
in my vision, the world going grey and gauzy at the edges. "Weak and worthless, just
like that lovestruck fool who thought to make you his queen.”

Through the encroaching dark, through the thickening fog...I see Grok. See his face,
etched in lines of anguish and impotent fury. See the tears that slip down his ashen
cheeks, the way his lips form my name. A invocation, a lamentation.



No. No, | will not let it end like this. | will not let our dream die here, in the dust.
| will not fail him. I will not fail us.

With a burst of desperate strength, | bring my knee up into Krag's groin, the only
vulnerable spot | can reach. He grunts, his grip loosening reflexively, and | wrench
free, scrabbling for my fallen sword.

My fingers close around the grip just as Krag lunges for me, his hammer hissing
down in akilling arc. | roll aside, feeling the kiss of displaced air, the spray of sand.
And before he can recover, I'm surging to my feet, driving my blade up and in,
aiming for the unprotected juncture of neck and shoulder.
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But Krag is quick, quicker than | gave him credit for. He twists at the last second,
taking the thrust high in the meat of his chest. A glancing blow, painful but not
mortal.

We reel apart, both bleeding, both panting raggedly. | can feel my strength flagging,
my body battered and muscles burning, pushed to the limit of endurance.

But | can seeit in Krag's eyes, in the set of his shoulders and the tremor in his sword
arm. He's weakening too, the toll of our duel, our dance, catching up to him.

It's now or never. Strike now, Lily...or forever surrender the field, and with it the
future.

Sucking in a harsh breath, | charge, a war cry tearing from my throat. Krag braces to
recelve me, hammer cocked back, lips peeled from his bloodied teeth.

At the last instant, | drop and skid, the churned sand slick beneath my feet. | dlide
between his braced legs like a bolt from a bow, twisting lithely to hamstring him as |
pass.

Krag howls, his knee buckling, sending him crashing to the ground. In aflash I'm on
him, my blade kissing his throat as my knee digs into his spine, right at the juncture
of neck and shoulder. The kill spot, the quick stop.

"Yield," | pant, leaning in close, so only he can hear. "Yield, Krag...and | will not
shame you further. | will give you the dignity, the mercy, of a clean death, herein the
ring of equals."



A taut, terrible pause. | feel his body bunch and quiver beneath me, feel the rage and
humiliation, the thwarted bloodlust, pouring off him in waves.

But in the end, even Krag the Cruel, Krag the Crazed...is not immune to reason. Of
salvaging what little pride remains to him, in the face of inexorable defeat.

"I yield," he grates out, the words sounding as if they're being dragged from him on
fishhooks, on shards of glass. "I yield...to Lily Thornwood, the Red Blade. The ogre-
wife, the queen of peace.”

A beat. A breath. And then...the crowd erupts. Cheers and chants, howls of disbelief
and begrudging respect. Ogre voices lifted in grudging salute to my strength, my
mettle...and human cries of joy, of validation, for their champion.

| barely hear them. My world, my attention, has narrowed to the male who shoves his
way into the ring, who falls to his knees at my side and hauls me into his arms,
crushing me to the hard heat of him.

"Lily," Grok rasps, his voice shattered, shaking. "Gods, Lily. My heart, my own...you
were magnificent. You were..."

But | stop his words with my mouth, surging up to claim his lipsin afierce, fervent
Kiss. A kiss of triumph, of jubilation.

Of promise, unbreakable and unending.

Around us, the celebration swells and builds, humans and ogres mingling in tentative
camaraderie, in the first fragile tendrils of fellowship. Of a future snatched from the
jaws of hate and history, forged in the fires of single combat and a commitment
beyond compare.



But Grok and | remain locked in our own small world, our perfect, private bubble of
relief and ravishment. Touching, tasting, reaffirming with hands and lips and the hot
press of heartbeats that we are here, we are whole.

We have weathered the storm, and emerged victorious. Together, as we were always
meant to be.

Aswe will always be, from this day to the last day, and every breath between.

"My love" | whisper against his mouth, my fingers twining in his wild mane,
anchoring him to me. "My lord, my liege...take me from here. Take me home, to our
chambers...and let me show you, with al that | am, how | adore you. How | need you,
now and aways..."

24

Grok

The sun dips low on the horizon, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink, as |
stand on the balcony of our shared chambers. Lily leans against me, her head nestled
in the crook of my shoulder, my arm wrapped securely around her waist.

We gaze out over the land, a patchwork of fields and forests stretching to the distant
mountains. A land still scarred by centuries of strife, of spilled blood...but now,

finaly, tentatively, beginning to heal. To hope.

Like Lily and I, battered but unbroken. Tested to the very limits of our strength, our
resolve...and emerging triumphant. Together, as we were always meant to be.

Aswe will always be, gods willing and ancestors guiding.



"I still can't quite believe it," Lily murmurs, her breath a warm whisper against my
skin. "That we're here. That thisisreal, after everything..."

| hum in agreement, pressing a kiss to the crown of her head. "I know," | rumble
softly. "It feels like a dream, sometimes. A fantasy too sweet to be true."

She lifts her face to mine, green eyes glinting with mischief and memory. "If it's a
dream, it's one | never want to wake from," she declares, stretching up to brush her
lips softly over mine. "One I'll fight to keep, with every breath in my body..."
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| groan into the kiss, heat and hunger searing through me at the scrape of her teeth,
the dart of her tongue. "Careful, wife," | rasp, only half-jesting. "Keep that up, and
we'll missthe victory feast entirely..."

She grins, wicked and wanting, but subsides, tucking herself back into my embrace.
"Later," she promises, a throaty purr that sets my blood to boiling. "I'll hold you to
that, husband..."

Husband. A shiver ripples through me, wonder and weight in equal measure. It still
astonishes me, humbles me to my bones, that this wondrous female has chosen me.
Claimed me, in the ways of her people aswell as my own.

Our handfasting, just two months past, is a memory I'll cherish until my last breath.
Lily, radiant in a gown of emerald silk, her eyes bright with tears and transcendent
joy as she placed her hands in mine. Spoke the ancient vows that bound us, heart to
heart and soul to soul.

The first union of human and ogre in the history of Agaroth...and gods willing, not
the last.

"How go the negotiations?' | ask, as much to distract myself from the siren song of
her closeness as out of genuine interest. "Has the council managed to hammer out the
details of the trade agreement yet?'

Lily sighs, a sound of mingled satisfaction and strain. "Progress is slow," she admits,
"but steady. There's still some resistance on both sides, some who cling to the old
hatreds, the old hurts. And it's hard with the Skullcleavers absence still looming over



all—their leaders claimed they are fighting Arachs in the mountains, even though it
isn't the season for them. But the majority seem willing to at least try, to take these
tentative steps towards a new way."

| nod, pride and relief a warm glow in my chest. When | first proposed the idea of a
joint council, a body of representatives from both our peoples to shepherd this
fledgling peace...| wasn't sure it would fly. Wasn't certain there would be any with the
courage, the vision, to attempt such an audacious undertaking.

But Lily, my brilliant, dauntless mate...she convinced me it was not only possible, but
vital. That if we were to have any hope of forging a lasting accord between ogre and
humankind, we needed to lead by example. To show that cooperation, collaboration,
was the only way forward.

And she was right. Gods, was she ever right.

In the span of a few short months, the council has already made strides | scarcely
dared dream of. Negotiating treaties of trade and mutual defense, mediating disputes,
fostering afragile but real sense of fellowship among its members.

With Lily at the helm, her quick wit and quicker tongue working wonders, it's little
wonder. She has a gift for it, for diplomacy, for finding common ground even in the

rockiest of soil.

A gift I mean to see honored, exalted. Which brings me to the other reason |'ve stolen
her away from the bustling great hall, the celebrations already in full swing...

"I have something to ask you," | murmur, turning to face her fully. Taking her slender
hands in my larger, rougher ones. "A proposition, of sorts."

She quirks a brow, interest and a hint of heat sparking in her eyes. "Oh?' she purrs, a



playful lilt. "And what might that be, my lord?"

| fight down the urge to sweep her into my arms, to bear her off to our bed and show
her just how much her merest glance, her lightest touch, undoes me. But no...this is
important. Too important to be delayed, even by the sweet siren song of her skin on
mine.

"I want you to be my...my emissary, of sorts,” | begin, unaccountably nervous now
that the moment is here. "My voice in the wider world, speaking for the Bloodclaw
Clan...and for all ogrekind."

Her eyes widen, lips parting on a quick, sharp inhale. "Grok," she breathes,
something awed and apprehensive flickering over her face. "What...what exactly are

you saying?"'

| gather my courage, my conviction, squeezing her fingers gently. "I'm saying...| want
to name you High Ambassador,” | declare, holding her gaze steadily. Willing her to
see the depth of my belief, my trust in her. "l want you to be our bridge, Lily. Our
emissary to the humans, and to the other ogre clans. | can think of no one better
suited, more uniquely qualified, to represent our interests...and to continue forging the
connections, the understanding, that will cement a true and lasting peace."

She stares at me, shock and a burgeoning, disbelieving joy kindling in her eyes.
"You...you readly mean that,” she whispers, her fingers tightening convulsively
around mine. "You'd trust me with that kind of power, that kind of platform..."

"There's no one | trust more,” | vow fervently. "No one | believe in more, Lily.
You've aready proven, a thousand times over, your strength, your wisdom, your
unwavering dedication to our cause. To the dream of aworld remade, where ogre and
human stand as allies...as friends."



| lift her hands to my lips, pressing a fervent kiss to her knuckles. "But more than
that,” | rasp, my voice roughening with emotion, "you've shown me the power of
connection. Of reaching across divides, daring to see the best in our enemies."

| shake my head. "Y ou changed me, Lily. Opened my eyes, my heart, to possibilities
| never imagined. And if you can work that same magic, that same miracle, on a
grander scale..."

| shrug helplessly. "Then | believe, truly...that there's nothing you can't do. No barrier
you can't break, no bridge you can't build."

Lily makes a soft, shattered sound, her eyes blurry. Then she's rising on her toes,
winding her arms around my neck and crushing her mouth to mine in a hot kiss that
sears me to my soul.

"Yes," she breathes against my lips, punctuating the word with fierce presses. "Yes,
Grok, yes. Of course | accept, of course I'll be your...your voice. Your ambassador,
your emissary in al things."

She pulls back just far enough to hold my gaze, her own filled with love. "We're in
this together," she vows softly. "You and me, from now until forever. Whatever
challenges come, whatever obstacles we face...we'll meet them as one. As partners, in
every sense.”

My heart clenches, too full, too fierce, for mere words. | can only crush her closer,
bury my face in the silk of her hair and breathe her in. This femae, my mate, my
miracle...who's walked through fire to stand at my side. Who's faced down every foe
to create afuture together.

A future that once seemed as distant as the stars, as impossible as the sun rising in the
west. But now...now, with every day, every small victory and tentative triumph...



Now, it feels close enough to touch. To taste, sweet and strong as summer wine on
the tongue.
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A knock on the door breaks the spell. Lily and | turn as one to see Thane duck his
head around the jamb, an apology in his eyes but a brightness, too. An unabashed joy
that mirrors the emotion swelling in my own chest.

"Sorry to interrupt,” he says, sounding only dlightly chagrined. "But you two are
needed in the hall. The chieftains are getting restless, and you know how they get
when the mead starts flowing..."

Lily laughs, a sound as bright as birdsong. "Well be right there," she assures him,
giving me a final squeeze before stepping back. "Mustn't keep our adoring public
waiting."

Thane grins, sketching a bow. "As the lady commands,” he teases, before ducking
back out, leaving us alone once more.

Lily turns to me, her smile soft and secret, meant for me alone. "Shall we, my heart?'
she murmurs, holding out a hand in clear invitation. "Our people await..."

Our people. The words ring out like a bell, like a benediction. A reminder of all we've
achieved, all we've overcome...and all that yet lies ahead. Challenges and possibilities

yet undreamed.

But we'll face them together, hand in hand and heart to heart. Human and ogre,
warlord and warrior...bound by alove that conquered every divide, every doubt.

A love strong enough, | believe with every fiber of my being, to change the world.



With a smile that feels wide enough to split my face, | reach out to take my wife's
hand, my anchor and my guiding star. "Lead on, my love,” | rumble, bowing my head
in playful obeisance. "Lead on...and | will gladly follow."

Hand in hand, heart in heart...we walk together from the room. Out to face our clan,
our comrades...

And the bright, boundless future that beckons, built on the unshakable bedrock of our
bond, our belonging.

Our love...that will shake the stars from their courses, and remake the world anew.

25

Grok

The great hall isariot of color and clamor, ogres and humans alike crowding the long
tables laden with food and drink. Platters of roasted mesat, kegs of honeyed mead,
towers of fresh-baked bread and wheels of cheese...a bounty the likes of which I've
never seen, even in the most extravagant of ogre feasts.

But it's more than just the abundance that takes my breath away. It's the sight of my
people, my kin, mingling with those they once deemed bitter foes. Humans and ogres
sitting side by side, clinking tankards and trading tales, jostling elbows with
boisterous camaraderie.

Oh, there's still some separation, some lingering unease in the set of shoulders, the
dart of eyes. Centuries of distrust and division can't be erased in aday, a week, even a

year.

But it's a start. A seed taking root in the war-churned soil of our shared history. A



fragile green shoot of hope, of possibility...nurtured by each small kindness, each
moment of laughter and fellowship across ancient lines.

And, gods willing...one day, it will grow. Blossom and flourish into a great and
glorious tree, with branches wide enough to shelter us all. Ogre and human alike,
thriving in the dappled light and dancing shade.

Lily's hand tightens on mine as we pause at the head of the hall, a hush rippling out
like a pebble in a pond at the sight of us. At the striking tableau we present, human
and ogre, warlord and warrior, standing proud and united before them all.

A living symbol of all that was once thought impossible...and is now, slowly but
surely, becoming reality.

"Friends," Lily cals out, her voice ringing clear and commanding in the waiting
quiet. "Kin and comrades, ogre and humankind. We gather here today not just to
celebrate a victory hard-won...but to honor the even harder work ahead.”

She lifts our joined hands, a gesture of solidarity. "The work of building upon this
foundation of fellowship. Of nurturing the fragile trust and tentative ties forged in the
fires of battle...and growing them into bonds unbreakable. Alliances that will stand
the test of time, and carry us forward into a future bright with promise.”

A murmur runs through the crowd, thoughtful and thick with feeling. | see nods of
agreement, flickers of fierce approval...and yes, afew frowns of doubt, of dissent.

But they are far fewer than | feared, than | once believed possible. The tide is turning,
hearts and minds swayed by the living proof, the unassailable reality, of what Lily
and | have built together. Of the strength and sanctuary we've found in each other,
despite every odd, every obstacle.



If we can do it...then why not others? Why not all, in time and with temperance?

Why not dare to dream of a world remade, in the image of our love? An Agaroth
where the lines between races blur, where hate gives way to hope...

And war to a hard-won, infinitely precious peace?
It's that thought, that vision, that propels me forward, my own voice rising to join
Lily's as we speak to the assembled throng. As we reaffirm our commitment, our

covenant, to the cause of concord and cooperation.

To the audacious, glorious dream of unity, of a world where ogre and human stand
shoulder to shoulder. Not as enemies...but as equals.
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Asfriends. Asfamily, in the truest and most profound sense.

Lily and | step down from the dais to move among our people. Our pack, human and
ogre alike, united not by blood...but by something far more enduring.

By hope. By heart. By the unshakable conviction that we are stronger together than
we ever were apart. That our differences are not weaknesses...but wellsprings of
possibility.

As we move through the crowd, accepting congratulations and offering
encouragement in turn, | catch sight of a familiar figure lingering at the edges of the
hall. Sharak, my oldest friend and fiercest supporter, watching the proceedings with a
glint of pridein hisdark eyes.

| squeeze Lily's hand, catching her gaze with a tilt of my head. "I'll be back in a
moment, love,” | murmur, leaning down to press a quick kiss to her cheek. "There's
someone | need to speak with..."

She follows my line of sight, her smile softening with understanding. "Of course,"
she murmurs back, giving my fingers a squeeze before releasing me. "Take your
time. I'll hold down the fort here."

With a grateful nod, | make my way through the press of bodies, acknowledging
greetings and good wishes with a distracted smile and a clasp of shoulders. My focus
is entirely on the grizzled warrior waiting for me, a tankard of mead cradled
negligently in one scarred, slab-like hand.



"Some shindig," Sharak drawls as | reach him, taking a long pull of his drink. His
eyes, sharp and shrewd as ever despite the haze of acohol, sweep over the crowded
hall, the unprecedented mingling of ogre and humankind. "Never thought |'d see the
day when our folk and theirs would break bread together. Let alone bury the hatchet,
outside of each other's skulls."

| huff a laugh, clapping him on the shoulder as | lean against the wall at his side.
"Y ou and me both, old friend," | admit wryly, snagging a tankard of my own from a
passing server. "There was a time, not so long ago, when | would have dlit my own
throat before even contemplating an alliance with the humans."

Sharak grunts, a sound balanced on the knife's edge between amusement and
agreement. "And now look at you," he muses, something slow and awfully close to
sly unfurling in histone. "Not just contemplating...but celebrating. And with a human
wench at your side, no less. Y our queen and co-conspirator."

| stiffen, hackles rising instinctively at the perceived dlight. But then | catch the
glimmer in Sharak's gaze, the wry twitch at the corner of his mouth...and the fight
goes out of mein arueful rush.

"She's no wench,” | correct mildly, taking a long swallow of mead, the honey-sweet
burn of it soothing my throat, my temper. "She's awarrior. A leader in her own right,
with a strength and strategic mind that puts most warlords to shame."”

| feel my expression softening, going warm and a little wistful as my gaze finds Lily
across the room. Watches her move among the mingled clans, her smile bright and
her bearing proud as she converses with ogre and human alike. A bridge between
worlds, aliving embodiment of all that's possible...

"She's a marvel," | murmur, more to myself than to Sharak. "A miracle | scarcely
deserve, but which I'll spend the rest of my days cherishing. Protecting."”



Sharak is silent for along moment, the weight of his regard heavy on the side of my
face. Then, slowly, he reaches out to rest a gnarled hand on my shoulder, a rare
gesture of affection from the taciturn warrior.

"You're alucky sod," he says gruffly, arough burr of emotion under the words. "And
for what it's worth...I think you're doing the right thing. The brave thing, trying to
forge afuture where our kinds can coexist instead of tearing each other to pieces.”

His grip tightens fractionally, his eyes going distant and dark with memory. "I've seen
too much death," he rasps, a shadow of old grief, old pain, flickering over his
weathered features. "Too much waste and ruin, al in the name of a feud whose
origins most can scarcely recall. If there's a chance, however slim, to break that
cycle...to build something new from the ashes..."

He shakes his head, meeting my gaze squarely. "Then it's a chance worth taking.
Worth fighting for...the way you've always fought for what you believe in."

| swallow hard around the sudden lump in my throat, the sting of salt at the backs of
my eyes. "Thank you," | manage hoarsely, reaching up to grip Sharak's forearm in the
warriors clasp. "That means more than you know, coming from you. My aly, my
true north..."

"Ah, enough of that drivel," Sharak grouses, but there's no rea bite to it. "You
outgrew the need for my council long ago when you killed your first Arach. You're
your own male now, Grok. One I'm proud to call warlord and friend."

The words strike home like a blow, like a benediction. Settle into my bones, my
being, lending strength and surety to my spine, my resolve. If Sharak, stalwart scion

of the old ways, can see the wisdom, the necessity, of this new path...

Then maybe, just maybe, we actually have a chance. A real, fighting chance to make



this dream of peace areality.

"Speaking of friends," Sharak continues dyly, nodding his chin towards the open
doors at the back of the hall. "Seems to me you've got a rather fetching one waiting
for you, just out of sight. One who looks like she could use a moment of her
mate's...undivided attention, if you catch my drift."

| follow his gaze to see Lily dlipping out into the night-shrouded gardens beyond, her
smile tinged with mischief and anticipation over her shoulder. An inviting crook of
her fingers, aflash of flushed skin at the neckline of her dress...

My blood heats, my heart kicking into agallop. | drain my tankard with a last bracing
swallow, wiping stray drops from my chin as| clap Sharak on the back.

"Duty calls," | drawl, aready moving towards my lady, my love. "Best not keep her
waiting any longer, eh?"

Sharak's knowing chuckle follows me out into the cool, quiet dark, chased by aribald
shout from some other wag further down the table. But | scarcely heed it, my focus
drawn inexorably to the lithe silhouette awaiting me, a pillar of moonlight and sweet
feminine mystery.

"Hello, wife," | rumble as | reach Lily, enfolding her in my arms, heedless of
propriety. Inhaling the scent of her, wild rose and musk and just the faintest hint of
the lavender oil she likes to dab behind her ears. "Fancy meeting you here..."

She laughs, low and liquid, pressing sinuously against me. "Well met, husband,” she
purrs, twining eager arms around my neck. "l was starting to think you'd forgotten

about me, so deep in conversation with others..."

| growl! playfully, one hand diding down the smooth curve of her back to palm the



ripe swell of her ass. "Impossible,”" | vow heatedly, nipping at the tender skin beneath
her ear. "Y ou're always first and foremost in my thoughts...even when matters of state
must take temporary precedence.”
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She hums, arching into my touch, my seeking mouth. "Is that so?' she wonders
archly, a shiver rippling through her as | lick a slow, savoring stripe up the column of
her throat. "And just what might those thoughts entail, my lord? What wicked
imaginings hover behind those eyes?”

| groan, my hips pressing hard into the cradle of her thighs. Gods, the things this
woman does to me, with a throaty purr and a roll of her magnificent body. The way
she can take me from statesman to slavering beast, with no more than a whisper and a
wriggle.

"Lily," | rasp, my voice gone strained. "Love. Unless you want me to throw you
down and ravish you right here, in full view of every eye in that hall...| suggest we
take this somewhere more private."

"Private?' she echoes innocently, even as her hands slide down my back, clever
fingers seeking the edges of my armor, the laces of my breeches. "Why, Grok, are
you suggesting something salacious? Some primal claiming, unfit for public
display?'

| bare my teeth, every instinct roaring to life like wildfire in my blood. "No, wench," |
growl, catching her wrists and pinning them above her head, against the rough stone
of the garden wall. Leaning in until our lips are a mere breath apart, our eyes locked
in the dark. "I'm not suggesting. I'm telling."

She shudders against me, her lips parting on a needy little whine. "Then take me,
husband,” she pants, writhing in my grip like a wild thing, wanton and unashamed.
Her hips grind against my straining erection, the heat of her core searing even



through our clothing. "Take me to our bed and make me yours. Again and again, until
there's no part of me that doesn't bear your mark, your claim.”

A red haze descends, the last thread of my control snapping like a frayed bowstring.
With aroar that shakes the leaves from the trees, | hoist Lily into my arms, her long
legs wrapping eagerly around my waist. | cup her ass, squeezing the ripe globes as |
rut against her clothed sex, our moans mingling in the charged air.

And then I'm moving, striding across the gardens with single-minded purpose, my
prize clutched tight to my chest. Lily mouths at my neck, sucking bruises into the
sensitive skin, sending jolts of heat straight to my aching cock.

"Grok," Lily gaspsas| carry her over the threshold of our chambers, kicking the door
shut with aresounding slam behind us. "Please, my love...l need...| need you to?—"

"Hush," I command roughly, tumbling her onto the furs of our bed. She lands with a
little bounce, hair spilling in awild crimson halo around her flushed face. | follow her
down, covering her, caging her beneath the bulk of my body, grinding my rigid
length against her aching center. "l know what you need, wife. What you crave..."

| lave my tongue along the upper slopes of her breasts, reveling in the salt-sweet taste
of her, the way she bucks and keens beneath me. Grasping the flimsy fabric of her
gown, | yank, the satisfying sound of rending cloth filling the air as | bare her to my
hungry gaze. Rose-tipped breasts heave as Lily gasps, rosy nipples puckered and
begging for the attention of my mouth, my hands.

"And | aim to give it to you," | vow darkly, paming the ripe swells, rolling the stiff
peaks between callused fingers until she writhes, hips undulating against me, painting
my thigh with her dick arousal. "To fill you, fuck you, until you're senseless and
sobbing with pleasure. Until you're swollen with my seed, ripe with the promise of
the babe we'll make together..."



She cries out wildly at that, nails scoring my shoulders, my back, as she bows like a
drawn bow beneath me, pressing her dripping sex against my throbbing cock in
blatant, wanton invitation. "Yes," she hisses, eyes fever-bright and boring into mine.
"Yes, Grok, please...breed me, my love. Plant your seed deep and give me your child,
your heir."

My shout shakes the rafters, a primal roar of possession, of intent. With frantic hands
| shred the remains of our clothing, too desperate to bother with finesse. And then, at
last, I'm surging into her, velvet flesh parting for rigid steel, molten heat engulfing me
to theroot as Lily takes me to the hilt with a high, keening cry.

| take her with aferocity bordering on frenzy, lost to the need, the pulsing imperative,
to claim and mark and fill her to overflowing. She meets me thrust for thrust, her
dlick channel rippling and grasping, eager to milk me dry. Our sweat-slicked skin
slaps obscenely as we rut like beasts, like the primal forces of nature we are in this
moment.

"I love you," | pant into the sweet curve of her shoulder, punctuating each word with
a hard, deep flex of my hips, angling to hit that secret spot that makes her keen and
convulse around my driving length. "I love you, Lily, my heart. My home."

"Always," she sobs, her fingers tangling in my hair as she draws my mouth to hersin
afierce, messy tangle of lips and tongue and teeth. "Always, my king. My own."

Over and over | surge into her tight, clasping heat, grinding and growling, pushing
her higher, harder, to the edge of madness. She shatters once, twice, gushing hot and
dlick over my pistoning cock, keening my name like a prayer, a promise. And finaly,
as her sex ripples and clenches around me like a silken fist, as her teeth find the
corded tendon of my throat in a sharp, claiming bite...

Finally, with a bellow like a breaking tide, | empty myself into her. Spurt after



scalding spurt erupts from my jerking cock, painting her womb, her fluttering walls,
asif | could merge us on a soul-deep level through sheer ecstatic desire. Asif | could
pour every ounce of my love, my burning belief, into the fertile cradle of her
body...and watch it take root, unfurl into glorious, improbable life.

It's that image, that promise—so audacious, so achingly dear—that swims before my
eyes as | collapse atop her, gasping and spent, still buried to the hilt in her trembling
sheath. Lily's arms come up to cradle me close, her legs twining with mine, holding
me to her as the last shudders of rapture roll through us both.

"l can fedl it," she whispers, something soft and secret in her voice. Her inner muscles
flutter around my half-hard length, coaxing a groan from my raw throat. "Can't you,
my love? The stirrings of ...of forever, between us."

| shudder, emotion and aftershocks twining together to ball my heart, my gut. With a
herculean effort, | lever myself up on one elbow, just enough to press my palm to her
still-flat belly. Lily whimpers as the movement shifts me inside her, sparking
oversensitized nerves. | spread my fingers wide and possessive over the smooth,
sweat-damp skin, imagining the new life that could even now be kindling beneath.

"Our future, Lily," | rasp, the words thick, choked with longing, with unbearable
tenderness. "Ours to nurture, to fight for. To believe in, with everything we have..."

"Everything we are," she finishes fiercely, her small hand coming to cover my own.
The heat of her, the wetness still trickling from where we're intimately joined, sends a
shock of viscera pride, of primal satisfaction, thrumming through my veins. Her
eyes, when they meet mine, are bright with tears and glowing with staggering love.
"Together, as one. Now and always."

"Now and always," | echo hoarsely, sealing it with a kiss. A kiss that quickly turns
deep and drugging, hungry, drawing embers banked by satiation back to roaring life.



Lily whimpers into my mouth as | begin to move within her once more, sow and
savoring, stoking the sweet ache building yet again between us. And as | sink into the
welcoming haven of her body, her heart, | swear | feel the universe itself sigh. A
breath of benediction...

For the promise of what we've made, the love we've nurtured.

The future we'll fight for, unto our very last breaths.

And later, twined together in the darkness, our heartbeats slowing, syncing, settling
into the easy rhythms of rest...

| let myself imagine it. The promise of our love, made manifest. A child, a perfect
merger of ogre and human. A living bridge between worlds, an embodiment of all
that's possible when differences are celebrated rather than reviled.
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This, | know with every fiber of my being, every flicker of my soul...
This...is only the beginning.
As| drift towards sleep with Lily in my arms, | let my eyes dlip closed...and | dream.

Human and ogre, warlord and warrior, bound together across every border, every
barrier.

By love. By fate.

By the promise, infinite and intimate...of forever.

Epilogue: Lily

Six Months Later

The sun'sfirst tentative rays paint the windowsill in hues of gold and blush as | rouse
from a sleep grown increasingly fitful. A pang, low in my back, has me shifting with
a soft grunt, one hand falling instinctively to the swell of my belly.

Six months gone now, and I've only just begun to feel the true weight of it, the
pressure and discomfort warring with the wonder and anticipation. Our child, mine
and Grok's, wriggles beneath my palm—an increasingly common occurrence as they

grow and thrive, cocooned safe within me.

The sensation never fails to steal my breath, to bring a stinging sheen to my eyes that



has little to do with surging hormones. A life, a perfect blending of ogre and human,
Bloodclaw and Thornwood...sheltered in the haven of my body, nurtured by the
boundless wellspring of our love.

A living symbol of all Grok and | have fought for, the future we've wagered
everything to forge. Proof of concept, made flesh and blood. Two hearts bound across
every barrier, every border.

Grok stirs at my back, one massive arm tightening around my waist as he nuzzles into
the spill of my hair over the pillow. "Lily?" he rumbles, his voice sleep-roughened
but shot through with concern. "What is it, my heart? |s the babe keeping you awake
again?'

| hum, shifting onto my back to meet his gaze, lambent amber and luminous with
tenderness in the nascent light. "Just the usual acrobatics,” | assure him, twining my
fingers with his where they splay over my rounded stomach. "Our little warrior seems
determined to begin training early. Particularly when it comes to bladder strikes."

Grok huffs alaugh, warm breath gusting over my brow as he leans in to nuzzle akiss
there. "That's my fierce little cub," he croons, his tone gone low and liquid with awe,
with pride. "Already preparing to take on the world, one kick at atime."

Despite the ungodly hour and the persistent pinch in my pelvis, | find myself grinning
like afool, my heart too full, too fierce, for my chest to contain. Gods, | love this side
of my mate—the gentle giant, the doting father-to-be who never fails to make me feel
cherished, protected...even as he respects and revels in my own strength, my own
warrior's mettle.

"They get it from both of us, I'd wager,” | murmur, arching up to brush my lips softly
over his. "No offspring of ours could be anything but fierce, blade-bright..."



"And devastatingly alluring,” Grok finishes in a growl, the hand not cradling my
belly dliding up to cup my breast through the thin silk of my shift. "A menace on the
battlefield and in the bedchamber, in equal measure..."

My breath catches, heat and hunger alike kindling low in my core at the raw want, the
reverent possession, in his touch, his tone. Even swollen and ungainly with child,
waddling more than walking these days...my mate never fails to make me fedl like a
goddess.

"Grok." His name leaves my lipson asigh, aplea, as| pressinto his pam. "My love,
as much as I'd like to explore that particular prophecy in more depth..."

"It will have to wait," he finishes ruefully, hand gentling to a soothing stroke even as
disappointment clouds his expression, his scent. "I know, Lily-my-love. Duty calls,
and we must be about it."

He presses one last kiss to my brow, then the jut of my belly, before rolling from our
bed with a leonine stretch. "The summit awaits...and with it, the last, best chance to
cement this fragile peace we've brokered.”

| watch him move about our chamber, admiring the play of muscle beneath scarred
grey skin, the deadly grace and economy of motion even in so domestic a scene. My
warlord, my heart...as fierce and fluid in our home as he is on the field of battle.

But my enjoyment of the view is tempered by the weight of his words, the reminder
of the momentous task before us. The summit, a year and a day in the making, to
bring together the leaders of Agaroth's fractious factions under a banner of truce and
tentative accord.

A summit that represents the culmination of all Grok and | have worked towards, the
vindication of our belief that there is a better way, a brighter path, than unending war



and enmity. That our love, our union, can be a template, a touchstone, for a new era
of interspecies cooperation.

Or atragic folly, doomed to fail and fade in the face of centuries of prejudice and
pain, suspicion and strife...

No. | quash the insidious whisper of doubt before it can take root, swinging my legs
over the edge of the bed and leveraging myself upright with a determined huff. | will
not entertain defeatism, not now, not with so much on the line. Not with the
future—our child's future—hanging in the balance.

Grok and | have come too far, fought too hard, to surrender to cynicism or despair
now. We have dlies, advocates, on both sides of the divide—those who have seen the
wisdom, the necessity, of putting aside the old hatreds.

It's that conviction, that shared vision, that has sustained us through trials and
tribulations too numerous to count over the past year. And it's that conviction that |
hold fast to now, a talisman against the fear that tries to burrow beneath my
breastbone as | dress for the day ahead.

Grok, no doubt sensing the turn of my thoughts, pauses in the act of buckling his own
brigandine to cross to my side. His hands, so large and lethally capable, are infinitely
gentle as they settle on my shoulders, turning me to face him.



Page 66

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 10:00 am

"Lily." Just my name, rough-edged and resonant, but it's enough to center me, to slow
the gallop of my pulse and the whirl of my mind. "Breathe, my little blade. Be here,
in this moment, with me."

| obey instinctively, the soothing cadence of his voice, the hypnotic hold of his gaze,
acting as a balm, a bolster. Tucking my face into the crook of his corded neck, I
inhale deeply of his scent—leather and vetiver, sword oil and the lingering traces of
our lovemaking.

Home. Hearth. The harbor I've found within the circle of his arms, the sanctuary of
his soul.

"There is nothing we cannot face together,"” he murmurs into my hair, arms coming
up to enfold me as best they can, mindful of the babe between us. "No enemy we
cannot overcome, my beloved...so long as we stand united. So long as we hold fast to
each other, and to the rightness of our cause."

| burrow deeper into his embrace, absorbing his certainty, his steadfast strength. "I
know," | whisper, the words muffled but fierce against his throat. "I know, my heart.
It'sjust..."

| trail off, but he hears the words unspoken, the fears unvoiced. "The stakes have
never been higher," he finishes softly, one broad, battle-roughened palm coming to
rest over the swell of my stomach. "With more to lose, and thus more to fight for,
than ever before.”

| nod jerkily, tears threatening as | cover his hand with my own. "I'm scared, Grok," |



confess, voice hitching on the bald truth of it. "Gods help me, for all my faith in our
cause, our love...I'm terrified of failing. Of all our work, our sacrifices, coming to
naught in the face of prejudice and politics."”

| swallow hard, meeting his gaze with eyes gone misty. "Of bringing a child into a
world still mired in hate and bloodshed, divided by lines of race that even we cannot
erase..."

"Oh, Lily. My own, my everything..." Grok's voice is a ragged rasp, his own eyes
suspiciously shiny as he cradles my face in tender hands. "Y ou could never fail, never
fall short, in this or any endeavor. You are the wisest, bravest, most brilliantly
determined female I've ever known...and our child will know a world transformed by
that courage."

His lips find my brow, the bridge of my nose, catching the salt of my tears before
dlanting softly, sweetly, over my own. A reaffirmation, a rededication, imbuing me
with his bone-deep belief as he breathes his next words into my skin, my soul:

"We will show them, my love. Our little one, and all of Agaroth. We will show them
that peace is possible, that fellowship can flourish, in the places where our paths
meet. Where our heritages and histories mingle, not as oil and water...but as the vita
hues that make up aradiant whole."

He rests his brow against mine, voice dropping to a fervent whisper. "We will show
them that there is another way, a higher road...as we have shown each other, every
day since that first fateful meeting on the battlefield. When a human warrior and an
ogre warlord looked across the lines of hate and division...and saw amirror. A mate."

My breath shudders out, tears flowing freely now. But they are good tears, cleansing
and cathartic, sluicing away the residue of fear and doubt. Leaving behind only love,
luminous and unassailable, and a burgeoning sense of renewed purpose.



Of hope, pure and potent as a prayer.

"Grok," | whisper, my hands coming up to frame his beloved face, tracing the arch of
his brow, the blade of his cheek. "My rock, my refuge....what would | do without
you? Without your steadfast strength, your unshakeable faith in me, in us?'

"Y ou will never need to find out,” he vows, low and intent, eyes flaring molten gold.
"I am here, Lily. Here and yours, in this life and whatever waits beyond. To whatever
end, no matter the trials or tribulations to come...you will always have me. My blade
and my body, my breath and my blood...al that | am, is ever and always at your
service. Your shield and your spear, your husband and your mate...just as you are
mine."

Emotion swells like a storm surge in my chest, my throat, stealing my voice and
stinging my sinuses. But | have no need of words, not now, not when every fiber of
my being is alight and attuned to this male, this miracle, who holds my heart, my
hopes, in hands that could crush stone to powder.

Slowly, reverently, | rise up on my toes to slant my mouth over his. Pouring al my
passion, my boundless wonder and deathless devotion, into the press of my lips, the
swipe of my tongue along the seam of his own.

He groans, sinking into the kiss, one hand fisting in my hair, the other splaying wide
and worshipful over the swell of our child, nestled safe within me. | can feel the
shudder that ripples through him as the babe chooses that moment to tumble, an
exuberant kick against their father's palm...and it undo me, ignites me like tinder to
flame.

Need, sharp and sweet and sustaining as breath, surges through my veins, narrowing
the world to the dlide of skin and the hitch of heated breath. To the dlick, seeking
tangle of tongues and the eager arch of my aching body into Grok's bulk, his strength.



"Lily," he rasps, tearing his mouth from mine to blaze atrail of nipping kisses down
the column of my throat. "Gods, Lily, | want...I need..."

"Yes," | hiss, hands scrabbling at his brigandine, fumbling with the fastenings in my
haste to feel him, all of him. "Yes, Grok, please...love me, my own. Make me yours
again, remind me of al that we are, al that we can conquer, so long as we come
together..."

A snarl, low and luscious, vibrates against my clavicle, followed by the delicious
sting of his teeth. "Mine," he growls, the word dark and drugging, a claiming and a
covenant. "Always, forever...mine."

Cloth and leather tear like gossamer beneath his claws, the primal power of his need,
baring me to his avid gaze and the cool kiss of dawn air. | keen at the first brush of
battle-roughened hands over sensitive skin, curves and swells made lush and heavy
with impending motherhood.

"Beautiful,” Grok rumbles, eyes roaming me like a physical caress, savoring and
covetous. "So bloody beautiful like this, my Lily...swollen with our child, flushed and
glowing with the force of my want, my seed..."

| arch wantonly into his touch, head tipping back on a throaty moan as he pams my
breasts, thumbs whispering over the peaks, the dusky areolas pebbled and puckered
with arousal. "Yes," | rasp, pushing into those devastating hands, that devastating
praise. "Yes, Grok, aways...| am ever and always yours. Y our woman, your warrior,
the vessal for your seed, proof of your virility..."

A growl, guttural and glorious, and then Grok is lifting me asif | weigh no more than
a petal. Laying me out on our bed like an offering, a sacrament, and following me
down with a predator's preternatural grace.



His mouth blazes a scorching path along my jaw, my shoulders, pausing to lathe and
lave each aching nipple before trailing lower. Over the swell of my belly, pausing to
press reverent kisses to the taut skin, to whisper words of love and longing to the
babe sheltered beneath.

And then lower still, to the thatch of amber curls at the juncture of my thighs. To the
dick, swollen folds of my sex, already so wet, so wanting, clenching on nothing in
desperate anticipation.

"Grok," | whimper, alight and agonized, restless hands tangling in his hair, urging
and entreating. "My love, my heart, please..."
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"Shhh," he soothes, breath a warm gust over my most intimate flesh, making me
shudder and mewl. "Let me taste you, Lily. Let me worship you, work you open until
you're wild and wanting, weeping with readiness for my cock, my seed...”

And then his mouth is on me, broad ogre tongue delving deep, lapping up my essence
like the finest of wines. | keen high and sharp, back bowing like a drawn bow as
pleasure, hot and honey-thick, floods my veins, my voice.

He devours me, slow and savoring, stoking my need, my hunger, to a fever pitch.
Until I'm bucking and thrashing beneath the onslaught of lips and teeth and clever,
crooked fingers, chasing completion even as | crave the consummation only he can
provide.

"Please," | sob, eyes squeezing shut against the scorching sensation. "Please, Grok, |
need...| need you inside me. | need you to fill me, fuck me, remind me of al that |
am, all that we are together..."

A rough sound, a raw surrender, and then he's surging up my body, broad hands
bracketing my hips as he notches himself a& my entrance. "Look a me” he
commands, the words dark and drugging. "L et me see those emerald eyes, my own...|
want to watch you shatter, see the moment you fly apart from the force of my
possession..."

| obey breathlessly, meeting his molten gaze, glowing with lust and love. The love
we've forged through fire, through the crucible of war and the balm of our bond.

The love that will see us through any storm, any strife...and emerge all the stronger



for it.

“Lily," he rasps, so much reverence, so much need, in the syllables of my name. "My
heart, my home, my very soul...take me. Take all of me, everything | am and ever
will be..."

With a slow, inexorable roll of his hips, Grok sheathes himself inside me to the hilt. |
cry out at the sudden stretch and fullness, my body bowing to welcome him,
accommodate him. He holds there for a long, shuddering moment, savoring the slick
clasp of my inner muscles, the molten embrace of my core.

Then, with a guttural groan, he begins to move. Long, deep strokes that kindle the
sweet ache low in my belly to an inferno, each withdrawal and surging return stoking
that inner fire higher, hotter.

| meet him thrust for thrust, lost to the fever, the ferocity of our joining. This primal
dance as old as time, as elementa as the turning of the tide or the wheeling of the
stars.

All that exists, all that matters, is the give and take of our bodies, the broken music of
panting breaths and reverent profanity. |'ve never felt so full, so deliciously stretched
and subdued...yet at the same time, so powerful, so utterly in command.

Because this male, this indomitable warrior-king...he is mine. My mate, my
mirror...the other half of my heart and the anchor to my untamed soull.

Just as | am his. Bound together across every barrier, every boundary, by a love that
conquered the darkness and forged a path to the light.

A love that even now builds and builds between us, bright and all-consuming as a
wildfire, as we race toward the precipice. Grok's thrusts grow erratic, rougher, a



telltale tremble in the hands that grip my hips, guiding and gentling me as he rides me
ever higher.

"That's it, my little blade," he grits out, sweat standing out on his brow, his chest, as
he labors over me. "Take what you need, what you crave...let me feel you come
undone..."

| keen, a high, fractured sound of desperation, of dark delight. Rallying the dregs of
my strength, | wrap my legs tight around his pistoning hips and arch up to meet him,
taking him impossibly deeper.

"With me," | demand, voice shattered silk. "Come with me, Grok...let go, fill me,
paint me with your pleasure, your possession..."

His roar shakes the rafters, resonates in my very bones as his rhythm finally fractures,
dissolves into a frenzy of snapping hips and slamming flesh. | feel him swell and
pulse inside me, the thick ogre ridges flaring to rub mercilessly along my fluttering
inner walls.

It's too much, too intense, sensation cresting and breaking over me like storm surge. |
shatter with a hoarse, ragged cry, climax cascading through me in waves of shivering
ecstasy.

And Grok isright there with me, spilling hotly, heavily into my milking depths as my
clenching sheath wrings him dry. The feel of it, of his seed painting my womb,
branding me from the inside out, isindescribable...a claiming, primal as a prayer.

| am his, as heis mine. Two souls, two fates, forever fused.

Slowly, we subside into a languid tangle of limbs, aftershocks shivering through us
both. Grok gathers me close, unmindful of the slickness between our bodies or the



swell of our child between us. Breathing me in, face buried in the damp tangles of my
hair, as his hands trace idle, aimless patterns over every inch of my skin he can reach.

| burrow into that beloved bulk, that cherished harbor, still joined intimately and
utterly content to remain so. Bathing in the afterglow, the affirmation of our bond,
even as the redlities of the world beyond these walls, these stolen moments, try to
encroach once more.

But for now, lulled and languid in the hazy aftermath of passion, | let them dlip away.
Let myself float untethered, anchored by my mate's presence, his unwavering faith.

We lay like that for long, lovely moments, trading soft touches and softer words.
Until a knock sounds at the door, and the voice of my brother, apologetic but urgent,
summons us back to ourselves. Back to the mantle of leadership, the burden and the
blessing of the roles we've taken on.

With a sigh, | lever myself up, pressing one last kiss to Grok's lips before dlipping
from the bed to set myself to rights. He follows suit, retrieving the clothes that lay
strewn about the room in testament to our passion.

As we dress, donning our armor both literal and figurative, Grok pauses to cup my
cheek in one great palm. His eyes bore into mine, deep and limitless, shining with
conviction and the shadow of concern.

"Areyou ready, my heart?' he asks softly, searching my face.
| turn my head to press a kiss to his calloused palm, then meet his gaze firmly. "With

you by my side?' | affirm, the words ringing with bedrock belief. "I'm ready for
anything. Everything. No matter what comes."
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His answering smile, proud and tender in equal measure, is al the reassurance | need.
Hand in hand, hearts in sync, we step out to face the day ahead.

The first hurdle looms as we enter the Great Hall, already packed to the rafters. The
air fairly crackles with tension, with the weight of history and the wariness of
novelty, as human and ogre eye each other across an invisible line.

But before Grok or | can utter a word of welcome, of conciliation, a disturbance
ripples through the crowd near the entrance. Raised voices, a scuffle of booted feet
and clanking arms...and then a figure bursts through, wild-eyed and gasping.

"Skullcleaver..." the messenger pants, his face a mask of dread, of dismay. "The
Princess Ellaria...snatched from her escort on the very steps of Thornhall...a cloaked
raiding party..."

|ce floods my veins, horror and disbelief aleaden weight in my gut. Grok goes rigid
at my side, agrowl rumbling up from his great barrel of a chest.

Skullcleaver. The one clan who refused our invitations, our overtures of a world
rebuilt. Disdaining diplomacy in favor of doubling down on the ancient prejudices of
ogre superiority and human subservience.

And now...now they've struck at the very heart of all we've labored to achieve.
Stealing the heir to Thornhall's throne, ravishing an innocent in a twisted bid to

reignite the flames of hate.

And in doing so...shaking the fragile foundations of the peace weve staked



everything on.

Despair rises like bile in my throat, tempered only by the steel of my mate's touch,
the stalwart set of his shoulders as he turns to face the rapidly fracturing assembly.

Even amidst the shock, the sorrow, a part of me marvels at him. At his composure,
his calm command, as he raises a hand for silence. As his voice, strong and steady,
cuts through the cacophony.

"Chieftains, friends, valiant allies," he begins, meeting the gaze of human and ogre
alike. "1 know your pain, your outrage, at thisvile act. An affront to all we have built,
all we have bled for...a strike at the very heart of the hopes that have brought us here
today.

"But we cannot let it shake our resolve," he continues fiercely, as | step forward to
stand at his side. "Cannot allow the actions of a few to undo the progress we have
made."

He draws me closer, hand splaying wide and protective over the swell of our unborn
hope beneath my tunic. "Now, more than ever, we must hold fast to each other. To
the dream of a world where war has no foothold, no alies."

His gaze finds mine, amber and strong, before sweeping back out over the assembled.

"It isin times of trial that we must stand by the ideals that have lit our way this far,"
he declares. "That we must remember all that unites us, even as shadowed forces seek
to divide us once more."

He looks to me, eyes shining with a determination that sets my soul alight. Slowly,
surely, | step forward. Facing our assembled allies spread out before us in a sea of
wondering faces, of bated breath.



"I would ask you now," | begin, "all of you who have journeyed here, dared to dream
bigger than blood feuds or battle lines...to hold fast to our vision of peace.”

| lift my chin, squaring my shoulders beneath the weight of their regard. "I will not
rest until the Princess is restored to her people, this wrong set right," | vow, voice
ringing with conviction, with iron certainty. "And | ask you now...to stand with mein
this. To show Skullcleaver, and all who would undermine our cause, that we will not
be cowed or broken by their bitterness, their brutality."

| pause, heart in my throat, as | extend a hand out towards them.

A beat, a breath...and then Thane is striding forward, placing his hand atop mine and
Grok's with a resounding clap. "Together!" he cries, eyes blazing bright with pride,
with purpose.

"Together!" The call is taken up by humans and ogres alike, arising tide, a rallying
cry. Hands joining hands, voices raised in harmony, as the dream that has defined
us...catches like wildfire.

And for a moment, one shining, triumphant moment...I can see it. The world we
strive for, fight for, so close, so heartbreakingly possible | can almost taste it.

It won't be easy. There will be setbacks, roadblocks...those who seek to stop us at
every turn, fueled by fear and hatred. Skullcleaver's vicious gambit is just the
beginning, one skirmish in along slog towards lasting peace.

But | have never been more certain that it is a battle we can win. A dream we can
nurture to glorious, vibrant life.

Grok's hand on the small of my back is a grounding touch, a promise, as we begin the
work ahead. His gaze holds mine, eyes full of love, with pride, promising without
words that wherever the path leads...we will walk it together.



And as| lean into my warlord's strength, belly swollen with the first fragile blooms of
our dream for peace, that brighter tomorrow...I know, bone-deep and soul-sure...

We will do this together.

My mate. My mirror.

As | tuck my head beneath Grok's chin, breathing in the scent of home, of hearth-
fire...| feel akick, atiny flutter, against the walls of my womb.

We can do this, little one, | promise silently.

We will do this...and you will grow, will thrive, in a world your father and | will
move mountains to make.

It won't be easy...but it will be worth it.

For you. For us.

For always.



