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      Adelaide

      It’s still dark out as I slip quietly through the front door. I secure the latch with care, ensuring the wood does not creak as I do. Standing on the porch, I pull on my mother’s worn gardening gloves. I must have seen her wearing these things ten thousand times. Even so, I feel disconnected from her memory. I shake away the empty feeling inside of me and survey the task at hand. There’re so many chores to do and I’m the only one left to do them.

      I take a deep breath and it clouds on the crisp morning air. Consciously, I decide to start at the gate, wanting to get as far away from the house as possible. When I kneel in the moist dirt, I keep my back to my parents’ thatched roof cottage home. I’ve heard some of the townspeople talking. They say only ghosts live here. But that isn’t true at all. There are no ghosts in this house. It’s empty, save for me and Aunt Celia. Though I wish I could say I still feel the presence of my parents’ spirits. Instead I feel nothing. Nothing but anger and resentment of course.

      I grip a dead weed by the root and rip it from the ground, clearing the place where my mother’s flowers used to grow. All the flowers are long gone. Working hard, I lose myself in the task of weeding, inching my way around the garden on my knees, measuring the passage of time by the growing heat of the sun on my back. I don’t stop my work until a shadow falls over me.

      “Gods, Adelaide, is this where you’ve been all morning? I’ve been calling you for hours, girl.”

      “What do you want, Celia?”

      “What do I want?” my aunt echoes, incredulous. “I want my breakfast! As if you didn’t know, you little brat.”

      I sigh heavily, wondering how we got to such a place. Celia moved in after my parents died. She was supposed to help me. You see, I had had suitors before. Though most of them vanished while I was in the depths of my grief. But the ones who did stick around didn’t love me. No. They were poachers, only after my parents’ home and land, thinking they could get them for the low price of my hand in marriage. Celia promised she would help keep those scavengers away. I hadn’t realized at the time that she was one of them.

      “As much as you’d like to believe to the contrary, I am not your servant, Celia. If you want breakfast, make yourself something to eat. In case you haven’t noticed, I have work to do.”

      “Not today you don’t. I promised Margery Carter you’d clean her stables, said you’d be there bright and early too. So stop playing in the dirt and make me a quick meal before you head out. Margery will be waiting and I don’t want you to embarrass me.”

      “Frankly, Celia, you’re mad if you think I’m going to do that. If you recall, I hate the Carters. I’d sooner make you breakfast than I would help that simple-minded family. And just to be clear, I’m not making you any damned breakfast.”

      “Your language, child!”

      “I’m not a child, Celia. I’m a grown woman and this is my house.”

      “For how long?” she hisses.

      “What in hells is that supposed to mean?” I push myself to my feet and dust off my hands.

      “I came here to help you, Adelaide, and all you do is fight me.”

      “You came here promising to help and all you’ve done is try to take over my parents’ household.”

      “You’re letting this place fall to ruin!”

      “If you’d let me get back to my gardening, I could work on that little problem!” I shout, my hands on my hips.

      “Little problem?” Celia scoffs, waving her hand at the quickly decaying cottage. I wince, not wanting to look at the state of disrepair it has fallen into. “If you would have accepted Margery’s son’s offer for marriage, neither of us would be in this mess!”

      “This is my mess to have, Celia! If you don’t like it, go back to your own home!”

      “I’m warning you, girl, watch your tongue or you’ll soon regret it.”

      I sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose, mustering my courage. “I think you should leave, Celia. This arrangement is no longer working for either of us.”

      Celia’s face twists into a wicked grin. “Perhaps you should think about leaving. The way you act, it won’t be long until they commit you or send you to a convent. Hell, the whole village would be better off if you wandered into the Perished Woods and never came back. Go live with the monsters if you choose to act like one.”

      I gape at her words. When did this old woman turn on me and how did I not see it coming? My father would roll over in his grave to hear his sister talk to me in such a way.

      I grit my teeth and consider it a major victory that I don’t slap her across her sour-pinched mouth. “Why don’t you just leave me alone, you old hag? I’m tired of your grating voice!”

      “Why, Adelaide!” a woman gasps from beyond the gate of my yard. “That’s no way to speak to your elders. I’m shocked at you!” I spin on my heels only to see Margery Carter standing not far away. Once upon a time I thought I might marry her shallow son, Luther. Instead he married Alba, the butcher’s daughter. They’re still newlyweds, but that doesn’t stop Luther from cheating on poor Alba every chance he gets. Funny how things work out.

      Despite Margery’s expectant gaze, I don’t respond to her. What’s the point? Everyone in the village has already passed their judgment on me. There’s nothing I could say now that would change their opinions in the slightest.

      “You see?” Celia wails, suddenly in tears. “You see what I have to deal with? I’m an old woman, Margery, and still she treats me like this! Day in and day out!”

      Part of me wants to tell Margery what a monster Celia is, but why bother? She’s seen enough of my angry outbursts. They all have. Instead, I watch Celia leave the yard and tuck herself beside Margery, wailing and crying over what an awful girl I am.

      Margery comforts my aunt, wrapping a thick and swaying arm around her bony shoulders and guiding her away. “She used to be such a sweet thing,” I hear Margery say. “What happened?”

      “She’s a beast, Margery, through and through. I can’t imagine there was ever any light inside that awful, awful brat.”

      “You’ll have to do something about it, of course.”

      “Oh, I plan to,” my aunt responds, not bothering to lower her voice.

      I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths before I look down at the mountain of weeds I’ve pulled. There’s still so much yard work to do, not to mention all the small repairs on the house. It seems like everything requires constant maintenance and I’m drowning under the weight of it all. Angrily, I toss my mother’s gloves aside and hang my head in defeat.

      While my chores might be plentiful, my will to do them is not. Already I know how I’ll spend the rest of this day, for it’s how most of my days end anymore.
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      Adelaide

      I stare up at the sky, lost in thought. I shirked my duties to my household again, something I’ve been doing more and more lately. And when you look at the home I grew up in, you can see the neglect. You can see that those who cared about it are long gone and I am all that is left.

      I am not enough.

      I feel guilt when I look at that cottage, my childhood home. Guilt that I can’t keep it up the way Ma and Da had. The dusty windows are like sad eyes, watching me flounder. Still, I ignored the day’s work out of anger and spite.

      Cross after my encounter with Aunt Celia, I stole away from the garden and came down to the glen where the elderberries grow wild. No one comes here seeing as it’s so close to the border of the Perished Woods. Here I know I can be alone, unencumbered by the judgmental looks of the other villagers. This is the last place I’m free to be myself.

      I toy with an elderberry branch, heavy with fruit, and lie in the shade under a tree, popping berries between my lips and looking for patterns in the sunlight peeking through the leaves. The fighting between Aunt Celia and me is nothing new. She swept in upon my parents’ death, pretending to care about what I was going through, but that didn’t last long after she got her foot in my door.

      Celia stormed my abode, taking up residence in my parents’ bedroom. Very quickly she began treating me as if I were her scullery maid rather than her own flesh and blood. I’m no stranger to a hard day’s work, but when Ma and Da were alive, we were a team. Family or not, no one’s going to lord over me as if I’m their slave, especially not that wretched old witch.

      I’m still seething over Celia, my body tense with anger, as the first screams ring out, breaking the quiet peace of the day.

      Abruptly, I sit up and the smell of smoke in the air hits me. Scrambling to my feet, I cling to my shade tree, praying it will conceal me from the dangers storming my village. I peer beyond the grassy knolls of my elderberry glen and see waves of gray-skinned beasts attacking the only home I’ve ever known.  

      Orcs…a near army of them. Battle cries pierce the air in display of their ferocity. My village is nothing but farmers and aging craftsmen. There are none capable of defending against an orc horde. Hell, one orc could probably wipe us out. There’s no question in my mind as the smoke rises, marring the crisp blue sky. Everything and everyone I know will be dead before dusk—myself included, if I don’t make a run for it.

      To the south is the road to the next village, a half day’s journey on foot and likely the path the orcs will take once they finish decimating my home. To the north, the orcs block any passage. The west offers nothing but wide-open crops—they’d see me in a heartbeat. I look to the east, into the Perished Woods.

      I hesitate; all the stories of monsters and curses my parents told me as a child run through my mind. The tree line looms as shadowy and foreboding as ever. This place, it is not a typical forest. A forest is supposed to symbolize life and growth, but the Perished Woods are something different altogether. As children, we would play along the edge of the woods, tempting fate and testing our courage. Elders would warn us to stay clear and never to eat anything growing within the boundaries of the wood. For it is the home to monsters, a doorway into their cursed lands, and perhaps my only means of escape.

      I look back at my burning village only once, the sound of my pounding heart drowning out the screams of my neighbors. Then I launch myself from my hiding place. Aimed for the woods, my mind recalls the young boy who was poisoned years ago after eating berries gathered too close to the blighted trees. I remember his family could hold no wake for him, his body too disfigured from the curse that claimed his life. They could not even bury him in the cemetery. Instead, priests from neighboring villages came and chanted prayers as they burned his corpse.

      The breeze carries smoke from the raid and I can smell charred flesh in the air. A sob threatens to escape me as I run in full sprint. As much as I hate Celia, my thoughts go out to her. I pray the old woman is already dead and not being raped by the horde.

      I race past the blemished tree line and in a few short strides I’m deeper into the Perished Woods than I ever dared play as a child. The darkness here is stark compared to the spot in the glen I abandoned, and the chill snakes its way over my body, oppressive and suffocating. My breath puffs out into misty white clouds each time I exhale.

      The drive to escape hits me from all sides and I look up at the sun, my mind working to formulate a plan. I need to get out of this place as quickly as possible. The Perished Woods are deadly, perhaps even more so than the orcs—who I’ve heard like to keep women as slaves. Or perhaps more accurately, toys for their deviant desires. Given the choice between a quick death and rape, my answer is swift. Slim as they may be, I’ll take my chances in the woods.

      Logic tells me all the surrounding villages are likely to be decimated as well. There’s no safety for miles around and very few places I can think to go. An obvious answer rings in my mind. I have only one remaining relative. Ellyn, my father’s youngest sister. Only a few years my senior, Ellyn lives in the city of Pontheugh. While I have not met her many times, when Ma and Da passed, she came to check in on me. She even offered to take me back to Pontheugh with her. As intrigued as I was, I was too scared then to leave my home. Now, Ellyn is all I have left.

      If I continue to cut through the Perished Woods and keep heading east, I might be able to find my way to the stream that leads to Willowbend. I know it cuts through these woods. From there I will be two towns ahead of the horde and perhaps I can trade something for a ferry ride to Pontheugh…though…I have nothing on me of value. It’s a detail I will have to consider later, for now I’m still trying to outrun death.

      I have never come face to face with an orc, but I’ve heard they have a heightened sense of smell and I worry they will come after me. So, even when my foot hits a muddy patch and I fall face first onto the cold, hard ground, I clamber to my feet as if death is in hot pursuit. And when an orc’s battle cry pierces the air, my darkest fears are confirmed.

      “Gods save me.” I mutter a quiet prayer while trying to keep my tears at bay.

      Another orc answers the screams of the first and I quicken my pace, my dress catching and tearing on branches as I run. The screams swim through the air, muddling my thoughts with a fear so base I feel primitive—like an animal trying to escape a predator. But the sound of rushing water cuts through the fog and I follow it instinctually. It’s not simply fear driving me forward, but hope as well. If it is the Willowbend stream, I might have a chance.

      Somewhere, far behind me, I hear more than just the calls of the orcs carried on the wind, I can hear them tearing through the forest as well. I cast a glance over my shoulder. While I cannot see them, I know they aren’t far behind.

      Then, glory of glories, I see the frothing white water ahead of me. It is wilder than the Willowbend stream from what I remember, but it still represents a safe haven in my mind and it spurs me forward. Forcing my way through a patch of dense brush, I scan the banks. Not far away there is a stone bridge crossing the raging water. Its roaring fills my ears and the sound drowns out all else.

      Once more I glance over my shoulder. In the distance I see movement, something gray and lumbering coming at me with inhuman speed. I turn and race for the bridge. It’s old and delipidated. Regardless of its disrepair and remote location, the passage over the waterway is still laden with ornamentation.

      For some reason I’m consumed by the idea that if only I can cross this bridge I will be safe--delivered from harm. I have no plan beyond the almost visceral draw of the bridge. Somewhere in the back of my mind, the intelligent part of me is screaming. Something is off…wrong in some way. I am pulled forward as if beckoned by the calls of a siren. Still, blind hope grips me as my feet hit the stones and I do not slow my pace. At least, not until I see a hand reach over, grasping the side of the bridge.

      My brain hardly has time to process what’s happening before a massive body launches itself over the stone rail and onto the path before me. The entire structure shakes with the force of the landing. I try to stop myself, but my forward momentum is too great. I tumble backwards onto my ass and skid the rest of the way to the being, coming to a halt at his monstrous, boot-clad feet. My eyes take in the sight of him, towering above me.

      I’m practically sitting on his heavy, leather boots. I skitter back, taking in more and more of his gargantuan frame. At first, I think he’s a giant, but my eyes skate over green flesh, covered only by an elaborate loincloth made from furs and hides. To my horror, a skull adorns the only piece of clothing he wears.

      The beast’s muscled chest is bare, save for the ridges of old scars. His shoulders are broad and his arms thick, thicker than my waist even. I can’t bring myself to look at his face. Instead my eyes lock onto the axe he grips in one mighty, four-fingered hand. I can feel his gaze on me like a weight and when the orcs cry out, even closer now, I sense the troll’s attention shift to the trees.

      Without a word, he grabs me roughly and flings me over the side of the bridge. I scream in terror on my way to the ground. To my surprise, we miss the water entirely and though the troll lands on his feet, I fall gracelessly onto the muddied bank. He’s quick to stand me up, however, his hand going over my mouth and cutting my scream short.

      Viciously, I kick at him, trying to fight free from his grip. But I’m weak and ineffective against his strength. I flounder as he drags me through the mud. It covers me entirely, even my face, and for a moment I think he’s going to suffocate me in it. With his hand still over my mouth, I fight to suck in air through my nose, clawing at his arm to no avail. Finally, he pulls me from the thick sludge, pinning me against the underside wall of the bridge, my feet not quite reaching the ground. The water roars in my ears and I suck in frantic breaths of air through my nose as I’m forced to look my captor in the eyes.

      It’s a monster that stands before me, the thing mothers warn their children about. A thing of nightmares.

      His brow is harsh and his skin is as leathery as his worn boots. Yellow eyes bore into me. He has piercings, gold rings clipped to different parts of his face and ears—his tall and pointed ears. His nose is flat and wide, the septum lower and closer to his mouth than it would be on a human. And his mouth… Oh, his terrible mouth! Fangs jut from between thick lips and he’s so close to me I can feel his breath, hot on my skin. He could rip my throat out and add my bones to his loincloth if he wanted to and I could do nothing to stop him.

      He scrutinizes me for so long that I think I might snap under his gaze. Then, he turns his attention in the direction of the flowing water, cocking his head as if listening for something.

      Still, I fight against him. I’m helpless compared to his strength though. He doesn’t even seem to be aware of my nails digging futility into his wrist. So I let go of him and skate my hands along the stone wall he has me pressed against. The bridge is old, the oldest thing I’ve ever seen, and luckily one of the stones wobbles. Desperate, I scrape at it and it comes loose in my hand. Fearful of losing my opportunity, I swing it at the troll, aiming for his brow and connecting.

      He flinches, releasing his hold on me and checking his eye—dabbing it with his fingertips, looking for blood. My feet hit the ground and I scream as I fight my way along the muddy bank.

      But there’s no one here to save me. No one who will hear my screams. No one besides the orcs, of course. And they answer my cries with their own. I suck in a breath of air, hating my stupidity. Still scrambling in the mud, I turn in time to see three orcs dive over the side of the bridge, landing between me and the troll.

      They’re all gray flesh and milky eyes, yellow rotted teeth, and wounds that won’t heal. They look at me with hunger in their eyes and my scream dies on my lips. There’s a dizzying moment when time stands still, as they take me in. But it’s quickly shattered by the bellowing roar of the troll.

      The orcs spin to face him and I take the opportunity to claw my way up the muddied bank. I hear metal clashing and don’t look back. Once on level ground, I hike up my skirt to run. My feet pound the dirt. Fear and adrenaline carry me faster than I would have ever given my body credit for. I remain close to the flowing water. The monsters will end their battle soon and the victor will continue his pursuit. If I can’t manage an escape, I can always throw myself into the whitewater and pray I drown before anything can pull me out.

      The distance between the bridge and myself grows and I hear a faraway cry of pain cut short. For a moment I allow myself to believe the monsters are still locked in battle and that I might actually have a chance of getting away. But a sharp-clawed hand grabs at my hair and I’m ripped violently from my feet. My body rolls to a stop, putting me face to face with a single orc.

      He is a gangly thing, yet he towers over me just the same. His mouth twists open in something like a cruel smile, showing me his mangled fangs. He makes some kind of a rough grunt… It’s a sound that is pure animal and I jolt when I hear it. Instinct drives me back and I skitter through a thick carpet of dead leaves. My eyes cut to the water and the orc advances, stalking towards me with menacing purpose. He rips his loincloth away, exposing his vile cock. It’s as monstrous as his face, with a silver ring locked onto the tip and a chain cording up the side. It looks bloody.

      “Nooo!” I scream, scrambling to my feet. I’d rather die and so I dive for the stream. The orc catches my leg, though, and I land flat on my stomach. I’m kicking and flailing as he yanks me closer to him. I reach futilely for the water for only a moment before I turn my hands on him, beating and scratching at him, trying everything in my power to ward him off. But his strength surpasses mine and he pins my hands down and yanks my legs apart.

      All I can do now is scream, and I scream so loud it feels as if my throat might split open. Tears spill down my cheeks as his bruising hands hold me down.

      One second he’s ripping at my skirt and the next he’s torn away from me so quickly I think it must be magic. But it isn’t.

      It’s the troll.

      He grabs the orc by the back of the neck and the creature that towered over me only a moment ago now looks like a toy in the hands of the troll. And he tosses him as such, throwing the orc hard into a nearby tree. His bones crack loudly inside his flesh and he falls to the ground in a broken heap. My eyes follow this scene and turn back to the troll in shock.

      He looks even worse than before, sweating and bloodied…angry even. He narrows his gaze at me. Slowly, warily, I get to my feet. We stand there, facing off. I make a quick movement like I’m going to run, and he responds with lightning-fast reflexes, grabbing me by the hair. He turns us back toward the bridge, dragging me behind him.

      Helplessly, I scream and sob. “No! No! No! No!” It feels like my hair is about to be torn from my scalp. “Please! You’re hurting me!”

      The troll is silent but comes to a halt. I blink back my tears in shock. Perhaps he can understand me? To my dismay, though, he grabs me around my waist and hoists me over his shoulder. Perhaps he can understand me, but that isn’t going to stop him from stealing me.
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      I carry the human, kicking and screaming all the way back to my lair beneath the bridge and push open the door hidden by enchantments. She fights even harder once I duck inside the dark tunnel leading to my home. But it is useless; she is powerless against me. Three orcs could not fell me, what does this lone human think she can do?

      A final latched door separates the tunnel from my home. I open it and duck inside, where a fire lights my circular living quarters. Tossing the human down onto the packed earth floor, I leave her before the warmth of the fire. She doesn’t try to run, but she pushes herself up onto her knees, sobbing heavily.

      In my larder I dig through jars and vials angrily, sorting through my precious magic stores in search of a healing potion. When I find it, I take the green glass vial to the table, bringing with me a rag and bowl of water.

      The orcs blades left angry wounds. One slice across my arm is deep, but that is not my main concern. Orcs will sometimes taint their weapons or curse them. If there is any black magic in me, I need to get it out before it infects my blood. I wash the cuts, scrubbing them with my rag, shooting my gaze to the crying human every now and again. But she remains where I left her, looking around my home with an expression of horror and despair etched into her features.

      I uncork the healing potion, noting how little I have left, and it causes a fresh surge of anger to course through my veins. Stupid human. If she would have only remained silent, the orcs would have been fooled by my cloaking spells. Now I’m bleeding and she was nearly defiled.

      I rub the potion deep into my cuts. The girl’s gaze finds its way to me and she watches with a look of disgust as I dig my fingers into my wounds, ensuring the magic touches me deep within. I suppose I must do the same for her.

      I rise, bringing my vial with me. She sucks in a breath of air as I approach and backs dangerously close to the fire. Swiftly, I grab her by the front of her dress to pull her away from it and hear fabric tearing.

      Gods, I think, rolling my eyes. The girl lets out a scream of terror.

      I tower over her miniscule frame and grab her by the chin, forcing her to look up at me as she clutches her bodice, fearful that I might rip it from her body.

      “Are you injured?” I question gruffly.

      She hesitates to reply.

      “You are not permitted to lie to me,” I warn.  

      “You can talk?” she asks, sounding shocked by the revelation. I narrow my eyes and the girl recoils at my gaze. “Please, don’t hurt me,” she hurries to say.

      “Answer my question,” I growl. “Are. You. Injured?”

      “Wha—? I…” She looks dumbfounded and pats at her body, checking to see if there is something she has not yet noticed. “No. No, I’m not hurt.”

      “Now is not the time to tell falsehoods. Even the smallest cut from an orc’s blade can kill a person before the day is through.”

      Her expression quickly changes from fear to anger. “I said I’m not hurt!” she shouts, her brow furrowed.

      “Well if you aren’t hurt, then stop your simpering!” I bellow into her mud-streaked face. She flinches against my rage.

      The fear I saw in her morphs before my eyes and I see anger brewing there instead. She pushes herself away from me.

      “Why have you brought me here?”

      I scoff and show her my back, returning my supplies to the larder.

      “You cannot keep me here against my will.”

      “I can do whatever I please,” I say over my shoulder, but I wait to finish my point. Shutting the cupboard, I stalk slowly over to her, watching as her chin angles upward to maintain my gaze. I step close, invading her space. Though the girl’s jaw tightens and her body trembles, she still does not look away.

      Now, I am a reasonable troll. I am not so thick-headed as to ignore my motivations here. I’m angry with this human. I’ve not known her more than an hour and look at all the trouble she’s caused. And a part of me—a big part—wants to take that anger out on her. There is a smaller part too, one I am less apt to admit in this moment, that knows how dangerous it would be to send her back out into the woods alone. Whether she wants to or not, the girl is staying.

      She looks up at me with fire in her eyes and it spurs my angry words. “I can do whatever I please,” I tell her maliciously, “because you belong to me now.” The look I give her in return dares her to challenge my claim, and the foolish human rises to the occasion.

      “Like hell I do!” she spits.

      “You dared cross my bridge without first paying the toll. Like it or not, little one, no one crosses without consequence. Those are the rules.” While the rule I call upon is an ancient one, nothing in this wood comes without a price. I risked my life to save the girl, she owes me. Hells, she should be grateful for my aid.

      “Cross your bridge? From what I recall, I didn’t make it halfway before you threw me over the damned rail! Keep your fucking bridge, I’ll gladly go back the way I came.”

      “It is too late for that.”

      “Well what’s your toll then? I’ll pay the price and be done.”

      “What do you have to pay me with?” I ask, eyeing her mud-caked dress and lifting the tattered hem with one blunt finger.  

      She jerks from my reach and crosses her arms over her chest, searching for a lie to give me. I know as well as she does, she has nothing to give.

      “My uncle is rich. If you let me leave here I’ll have his servants bring back gold.”

      “If I wasn’t sore from my fight and pissed over the waste of my healing potion I’d have to laugh. But my patience is thin and ready to snap. I don’t want your lies and you’re in no position to barter,” I grit out.

      “Well then, what? I just belong to you now?” she huffs angrily.

      “Good. You’re not as stupid as you look.”

      “I’m no man’s slave!”

      “I’m no man.” I hold my arms wide for her to take a good look at what stands before her. The girl shudders at the reminder and now I have to laugh.

      “You can’t keep me here.” She says it quietly and it almost sounds like a question—one she is afraid to hear the answer to.

      “I can. I easily can. And I will.”

      I take my bowl of water to the bucket near the wall, the one that catches the spring leaking in from the ceiling of my underground home. I fill it and slam it down on the table. Water sloshes over the sides.

      “Now, clean your garments. They’re making a mess.”

      She looks down at herself, her mouth gaping before she turns it into a frown. “You’re the one who dragged me through the mud!”

      “You’re the one who had orcs follow your scent to my home. If you had a brain in that head of yours, you’d have dragged yourself through the mud long before I did.”

      Her little human face screws itself up into a frown. “You were covering my scent? Why? To protect me?” she asks, sounding astonished.

      A smile splits across my face and I laugh openly. “The second you stepped foot onto my bridge you owed a debt to me. I was protecting my investment,” I explain, and her surprise turns back to anger. “Now, wash your garments,” I command.

      “And just how do you expect me to wash my garments?”

      “Are you royalty?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Then you must be stupid if you don’t know how to do the wash,” I point out.

      “I know how to wash, but I can’t very well do it with you here. I need privacy.”

      I hold my hands up, indicating the room around me. “This is your home now. That is my bed.” I point out the pallet of furs to one side of the fire. “And that is yours,” I say, pointing to the ground before the flames. She looks down at the space in dismay. “What privacy do you think you’ll be getting here?” She searches the room again, as if looking for her own private quarters.

      “I won’t undress in front of you.” Nervously, she looks down at the ground and clutches her bodice tightly as if she expects me to stride over and rip it from her body.

      “You’ll do as I ask or I’ll take that filthy dress of yours and toss it into the fire. Then I won’t have to worry about you tracking mud and you won’t have to worry about your modesty.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!” she gasps.

      “I am your master, little one. I will do as I please.”

      She swallows hard and I see her mind working. “What are your plans for me?”

      “You will be my slave, carrying out household chores and cooking for me.”

      Pointedly, her gaze shoots to my loincloth. “Is that all?”

      “You’d rather I take my toll out on your pussy?” I scoff, raising my brow at her. “Are you truly that bad at keeping house?”

      Her frown deepens, unamused by my joke. “Are you going to rape me?”

      “I’m not that kind of monster.” Dropping myself down into my chair by the fire, I angle it away from her. “Now wash yourself.” I take my axe in hand and wipe the blade clean, polishing it with care.

      Minutes pass. I can feel her eyes on me, untrusting and fearful that I’ll turn and pounce on her the second she unlaces her frock. Though eventually she gains her courage and I hear her working free of her muddied garment. I keep my eyes on my work as I listen to the sounds of her hasty washing.
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      Adelaide

      The troll’s home is both rustic and imposing. Near his larder, there are lidded baskets, mysterious jars lining the shelves, and drying herbs hanging from the ceiling. I am unfamiliar with the pungent odors coming from them. The walls hold mounts, heavy with weapons sized for the beast. Near his pallet bed there is a screen, separating it from the rest of the room. A tattered rug sits under his armchair by the fire, stretching out over the spot I am to sleep. Before the chair is a small footstool for resting his feet as he relaxes by the fire at night. Near the hearth is a neatly stacked wood pile and a hook to hang a pot from. For being an underground den, the space is tidy and functional.

      To my dismay, everything here is at least two sizes too big for a human, so much so that I feel like a sprite standing next to his table. What is a bowl for the troll is a bucket for me. I eye the water-filled vessel he left to wash with and steel my courage. Undeniably, my dress needs cleaning. If I’m to escape—and I plan on escaping—I need to be at least somewhat clean if I hope to garner aid in Willowbend.

      I pull my clothing over my head in one quick motion, and while I want to keep my thin linen underdress on, it is as saturated with mud as the rest of my clothing. So I strip nude, keeping my eyes trained on the monster seated at the hearth, expecting him to turn on me at any moment, but he seems occupied with his work.

      Hastily, I splash water over my arms and face, wiping away the drying mud. Then I plunge my ravaged dress into the cloudy water. It isn’t enough to truly clean it, but it gets the caked earth off at the very least. Hurriedly, I wring the water from it.

      I have nothing else to put on. No towel to dry with. No blanket to wrap around myself. Naked, I hold my wet clothing in front of my body as a shield.

      The troll is bent over his axe, his back like a mountain. I clear my throat and inch a little closer to him. “I’m done.”

      He huffs out an annoyed breath, as if I’m bothering him. I scowl at the notion. He rises from his seat and turns to face me, his gaze scrutinizing. I cling to my wet clothes that much tighter, but he looks unimpressed with what he sees.

      “You still look terrible,” he says with a frown, confirming my suspicions.

      “I don’t know what you expect from me,” I huff right back at him. “You gave me no soap and only one bucket of water to wash myself and my clothing.”

      He tears his eyes from me and stalks over to his bed. Thoughtlessly grabbing one of the blankets piled on top, he tosses it to me. I fumble in an attempt to catch it while still gripping my clothing over my body. The well-used blanket is heavily perfumed with the monster’s spicy scent.

      “Put your dress by the fire and cover up with that,” he commands. “If you don’t cause me any more trouble, I’ll let you sleep with it as well.”

      “Aren’t you a saint?” I ask snidely.

      “I wouldn’t be so quick to test me if I were you.”

      Awkwardly, I work to get the blanket around me, securing it around my breasts. “What are you going to do, kill me? Death would be better than slavery.”

      I know it’s a mistake the second the words spill from my lips, for the troll is on me before I can blink. One massive hand grips my hair, pulling my head back sharply and my wet dress falls to the ground.

      “Oh!” I call out in surprise, struggling against him. But his other hand goes around my waist, stilling me. I gaze into his yellow eyes.

      “Yours is a bluff I can call, little one. Look down at my belt.” I gasp and try to free myself from his hold. “Look,” he commands, and reluctantly, I do. “Do you see the knife there?”

      On his hip, next to the skull, is a thick and heavy-looking blade. “Would you like me to kill you with that? I could drive it into your heart…or slice it across your throat.” I feel his callused hand against my neck where he offers to cut me. “I’d even let you choose, if it’s death you prefer.”  

      Looking up into the troll’s eyes, I see his expression is unaffected and I remember how easily he killed the orc by tossing his body against a tree. “Please,” I whisper. He looks at me expectantly, as if waiting for me to finish. “Please, don’t kill me.”

      He leans down close, a monstrosity filling my vision. His spicy scent overwhelms my senses and tears prick my eyes.

      “I like you better when you beg,” he growls, releasing me roughly. I stumble back, only remaining upright with great effort. “You can play this game for as long as you like, little one, but I will always win and you will always pay the price. I suggest you learn that lesson early.”

      “You’re a monster,” I sob, wiping angrily at my tears.

      “I’m a troll.” His tone is flat as he heads back over to his larder.

      I pick up my wet dress and shake the wrinkles from it, laying it out before the fire. “What about my family? People will miss me. They’ll come searching.”

      His scoff says it all. He doesn’t believe me for a second and I find that stings a little.

      With nothing left to do, I sit on the ground next to my dress, absently picking at it until I can’t take my heartache any longer. Hanging my head, I allow myself to cry. This time not from fear but from sadness. That’s when the day catches up with me. I think of my whole village—gone. My parents’ home, likely burnt to the ground. And I think of Aunt Celia too. As much as I despised the woman, I can’t bear to imagine what her fate must have been. My thoughts flutter to the orc who nearly raped me, to his evil-looking cock jutting out at me. It’s too much. It’s all just too much. And somewhere along the way, sleep steals me from my living nightmare.
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      Brom

      The girl lies curled in on herself before the fire, her body lax with sleep, and I wonder how long she had been running from those orcs. She shifts in her sleep and the blanket she wears becomes loose, exposing the milky white flesh of her back to me. I look away, disinterested.

      Earlier, she snubbed my blanket. It angered me. The girl needed something to cover herself with while her clothing dried, and I had meant to grab any old thing, but for some reason I tossed her my good blanket. While it is worn and old, it’s still the softest and the warmest blanket I have, taken years ago as payment from a traveling merchant who sought passage over my bridge. All the others I have are rough and threadbare. Still, she wrinkled her tiny nose at it as if I offered her filth. I promise myself it’s the last time I show her any kindness… though it is time for supper and rather than waking her I opt to cook for us instead. She must still be tired. Very tired.  

      My eyes find their way to the curve of her back again as I quietly prepare our evening meal. Tonight I will allow her to rest and expunge her tears. Tomorrow her work will begin. She will find I am not an unreasonable master. Firm, but not unreasonable.

      Quietly, I rummage through my larder, ignoring the pickled fish and opting instead for cured sausages. Tomorrow I will hunt for something fresh. It will be less trouble now that I have the human to cook for me.

      I take bread and butter from the cupboard and retrieve a few apples from a basket, tossing back any that are bruised. I slice the meat and bring plates to the table. They clatter when I set them down and I jolt, looking over at the human. Seeing that I did not cause her to wake, I pull two cups down from the shelf and a bottle of honey wine. She could use a drink, I reason.

      Once the table is set, I look at it in dismay. I only have one chair, besides the armchair before the fire, of course. Though it really isn’t suited for the table. I rub my chin, thinking. The footrest will do well for her.

      Carefully, I retrieve it from nearby the resting human, but when I set it at the table she wakes with a start. The blanket sags over her breasts and she clutches it with lightning speed in an effort to keep herself covered. Immediately, she looks for me. Then she sits there, silent, with her back as straight as an arrow, staring.

      “Have you recovered your wits?”

      “I doubt it,” she groans, and I scoff at her response.

      “Come eat,” I tell her gruffly.

      She struggles to her feet, tugging at the blanket to re-secure it around her thin frame. There is no meat on this one. She’s a peasant, I assume. Her village likely razed by the orcs.

      “I thought I was supposed to cook,” she points out.

      “Tomorrow,” I assure her. “Sit.”

      She waddles to the table and I take a seat in my chair. The human frowns at the wooden footstool but makes no verbal complaint as she climbs onto it. The table only comes to her chin and we frown at one another from across it.

      “Just a moment,” I tell her, going to the wood pile. I pull a log from it, along with my hatchet from the wall. Swinging the blade down, I cut four, roughly equal rounds and bring them back to the table. She stares at me with wide, green eyes, still puffy from crying. I wave my hand, motioning for her to move, and she hops down from the footstool. I turn it on its side and position the four rounds of wood accordingly, before I right the stool. It now stands a half foot higher than it had.

      I return to my seat and the human tentatively hoists herself into hers. She eyes me suspiciously but mumbles something nonetheless.

      “Say it louder,” I command.

      “Thank you,” she growls. I sneer at her in response and pull the cork from the honey wine with my teeth. It is not that I have such bad manners, but I enjoy watching the human’s expressions when I displease her. I am rewarded with a grimace. I spit the cork out and she nearly startles right out of her seat.

      “Honey wine.” I pour the golden liquid into her cup. She looks from the drink to the food and her expression tells me she’s warring with herself. She settles on alcohol and reaches for her cup…only it is as big as a bowl in her hands and she fumbles with it before it finally touches her lips. Still, she downs it all in one long gulp. When she sets the cup back on the table I frown at her, unimpressed.

      “I will not care for you if you make yourself sick,” I warn.

      “I wouldn’t dream that you would.” When she turns her attention to her food she winces.

      “Where I come from, a slave is grateful to eat.”

      Her eyes go wide and she looks at me in shock. “Sorry. I…thank you. Where I come from, anyone is grateful to eat.”

      “Were you so poor?”

      The human shakes her head. “A famine hit years ago. It taught me to be grateful.” She takes a deep breath before she continues. “While I don’t enjoy the prospect of being your slave, I appreciate the meal. My appetite though…it’s been a long day.”

      I grunt in acknowledgement, biting into an apple and watching the human.

      “This won’t work,” she says finally. “You have to know that. I’ll try every chance I get to escape and one day I finally will.”

      I take another bite of the apple, leaning back in my chair.

      “You are bound to me, little one, by the laws of the Perished Woods. There is no escape, not ever. Wherever you go, I will find you.”

      She searches my eyes, looking for softness where there is none. Eventually she drops her eyes to her meal and picks at her food.

      A slow smile spreads across my face. She is beginning to understand her fate. I am pleased by our progress and find myself looking forward to the days ahead. Being master of the bridge is a lonely job and the workload is heavy when it falls on my shoulders alone. But now I have this human to help ease my burden and perhaps I’m even lucky she’s such a fiery one. It gets far too quiet here, but I wager silence will now be a thing of the past. Just as I begin to relax, the tables turn…literally.

      With shocking speed, the tiny human flips the table, sending our meal flying. She makes a mad dash for the tunnel. Though I was caught by surprise, she is still no match for me. Not physically, nor in a footrace. I’m on her before she reaches the door and she screams in protest.

      I grab her around the waist and haul her against me. She fights and kicks so wildly that the blanket comes loose, bellowing when she feels her naked skin against my chest.

      This was not the day I was expecting. I grit my teeth and growl, an expression of my own rage.

      “Enough!” I roar, tossing her before the fire and pinning her face down to the ground. She struggles against my hold and I press my face close to hers.

      “I will not continue to warn you, human,” I snarl. “You are my slave. That is a fact I suggest you get used to.”

      “Never!” she hisses.

      “Then let your first punishment begin.”

      “Punishment? What? No! Let me go! Don’t touch me!”

      “I am not unreasonable, but you will learn your place.” I pull her arms behind her and she screams in protest.

      “Please! Don’t hurt me!” Her screams are as desperate as they were when the orc tried to rape her. I shake my head in dismay. She is a slow learner, this one.

      I take a rope from the belt at my hip and bind her wrists behind her. All the while she begs and pleads with me. Placing my knee on her back, I hold her down as I work, gently though, because she is so small. I need my hands free to pull her legs back far enough so that I might bind them to her wrists.  

      Once she is secure, I push away from her, leaving her hogtied in front of the hearth. Her sobs are heavy again and she turns toward the fire, trying to hide her nudity from me, as if I care. I’m more interested in the meal she tried to ruin.

      I right the table, frowning at the apples strewn across the room and the butter smashed into the floor. I should have fed her the pickled fish. Luckily the honey wine did not empty itself. I pick up the bottle and a stray sausage. Dropping down into my seat, I take a long drink followed by a bite of meat.

      Watching the human with a scowl on my face, I wonder how long it will take to break her, but her naked body is distracting. She is a pale thing, reminding me of a quartz stone. Only soft, of course.

      “You should have eaten when you had the chance,” I tell her.

      “Fuck you!”

      “Are we back at that again? Make up your mind, do you want to be a slave in my kitchen or in my bed?” She falls silent at my jest and I can tell that I have frightened her. She might not find me amusing, but I see no reason why my mood should have to match her sour one. I frown and take another drink from the bottle of honey wine.

      She twists her wrists, trying to free them from her bonds.

      “Stop,” I tell her. “I don’t have enough healing potion to treat that if you injure yourself.”

      She stills and her shoulders slump—as much as they can in her position, that is.

      “Untie me.”

      I shake my head. “You are terrible at bargaining.”

      “At least cover me with a blanket.”

      “No. This is your punishment. And mine. Believe me, I have no interest in looking at an unattractive thing like you,” I tell her, ripping off another bite of sausage.    

      She turns her face to the side to narrow her gaze at me, and her breasts press into the timeworn rug. “I’m unattractive? I take it you’ve never seen your own reflection.”

      I like this reaction better than her fear and I keep our little repartee going. “There’s no need to be so defensive. It’s not your fault you’re human. Besides, I didn’t mean to point out your deficiencies so blatantly. It’s just that they’re so much more apparent since you shed your blanket.”

      “Since I shed my blanket?” she asks incredulously.

      “Did you see me trying to tear it from you? No, I was simply eating my evening meal when you—”

      “You are intolerable! Intolerable and mad!”

      “Mad?” I laugh. “Why? Because I don’t find you attractive? You know what I think your problem is, little one? Like all of your kind, you’re too damned sure of yourself.”

      “Mad because you think it’s fair to keep me as a slave. I didn’t even know there was a toll for your stupid bridge. I was busy running for my life! Not that you care—”

      “Care? I saved your life, did I not? Protected your innocence as well.”

      “Protected your investment is more like it,” she scoffs, turning my words back on me.

      Her expression is angry and she looks away from me in disgust. I drink again from the bottle of honey wine. Now free to stare at her, my eyes trace the curves of her hips. Perhaps there is something to the human form, though I won’t tell her that.

      “Your hair has mud in it,” I say instead.

      “You must be very proud of your observation skills.”

      I snort out a laugh. But when her stomach growls, I sober. “When was the last time you ate?”

      “I had some berries in the morning. Before everything…”

      Fucking berries. She’s hungry. I sigh, thinking about what kind of day she must have had.

      “Were there any other survivors?” I ask.

      She’s quiet for a while before she answers. “I can’t imagine that there were.”

      “You are lucky to be here with me then.”

      She scoffs but makes no reply.

      “Where else would you go?”

      “I have an aunt in Pontheugh.”

      I roll my eyes and look to the sky. “And just how did you think you would get all the way to Pontheugh?”

      When she responds, her voice is quiet, as if she already knows the stupidity of her reply. “I would have traded work for aid…relied on the kindness of strangers…”

      “You’d have been raped a dozen times in a dozen different ways before you made it to the city’s walls. Kindness of strangers,” I huff, shaking my head.

      “I hadn’t had time to devise a plan, I would have thought of something.” She angles herself to face me again, looking at me with sad green eyes. There’s no more argument on her lips, just a look of defeat. We stare at one another for a moment and I am the first to break, rising from my chair to retrieve her blanket. I bring it to her, tossing it over the round globes of her ass. Then I use my knife to cut the ties on her ankles. With care, I tuck the blanket over her shoulders and pull her up into a sitting position.

      “My wrists—”

      “You are still in trouble, little one. But it has been a long day. I want you to eat.”

      I grab one of the apples and crouch before her, holding it out so that she may take a bite. She looks at me skeptically. The front of the blanket sags, hinting at her naked body within. When I reach forward, she flinches, but I only tuck the blanket more tightly around her. When she sees what I am doing, she at least has the courtesy to look embarrassed over her gross assumption. I hold the apple out again. Tentatively, she leans forward and takes a loud, crunching bite. I hold it for her as she eats, her wrists still bound behind her back. We do not speak, but she does not take her eyes away from mine as I slowly turn the apple for her. I cannot read the look in them, but her unwavering gaze is heavy and penetrating. Juice from the apple drips down her chin and I wipe it away with one thick finger. My cock twitches at the visual, but I ignore it.

      “Thanks,” she mutters, looking unhappy with our eating arrangement. Good, that means she will learn to behave that much more quickly in the future.

      “More?” I ask once we are left with nothing but a core.

      She shakes her head. “No, but could I have more wine?”

      I give her a stern look.

      “To help me sleep…just for tonight.”

      I acquiesce, because I am such a reasonable troll. Hell, I’d want the same thing were I in her position.

      I forgo the oversized cup and bring her the bottle.

      “Is there any chance you’d free my hands now?” she asks.

      “None.”

      “Fine.” She nods toward the bottle. I hold it to her lips, tilting it slowly and watching her throat work. She looks like she wants to devour the entire bottle and I pull it away before she’s ready. Her brow furrows at me.

      “You’re going to make yourself sick.”

      “I don’t care,” she says, her tone morose.

      “I do. You’ve already made enough messes for one day.”

      I lean back on my heels and finish the bottle as I assess her. Under all that mud in her hair, I see deep auburn locks shining in the firelight. Orcs don’t usually have hair, but humans and trolls both do. Though, in my humble opinion, troll hair is kept better than human hair. My own is pulled into a high ponytail and bound with a decorative leather strap. I would venture to guess that even before today’s ordeal, this human wore her locks wild and free.

      I rise and retrieve my brush from my chest of drawers. She looks over her shoulder at me, watching with great scrutiny. I pull my armchair close to her and take a seat. “Come closer,” I tell her. She frowns as if I’m asking for some deviant sexual favor. I huff out a breath and move my chair to her instead, positioning her between my legs. She tries to turn to look at me, but I turn her head away and scoop up her muddied locks.

      “This might hurt,” I warn and she yelps as the brush catches on tangle after tangle.
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      Adelaide

      “What was the name of your village?” the troll asks.

      “Aberdeen.”

      “That’s a ways out. Did you run the whole way here?”

      I nod in response, but it causes a tangle to get caught in his brush and I hiss in pain. Gently, he works it out.

      “You had family there?” he asks.

      “Another aunt. She and I weren’t…” I swallow heavily. “Our relationship was tense.”

      “I understand.”

      “How could you? You’re a troll,” I tell him, not hiding my disgust.

      “Even trolls have family, little one,” he responds calmly, moving to another section of my matted hair. I lean against one of his muscled legs, the alcohol beginning to take its effect. My lips tingle and my head is buzzing, the adrenaline I’ve been running on all day finally wearing thin.

      “She and I fought this morning.” I laugh sourly. “Who am I kidding? We fought every morning. I just wish we hadn’t this time. I still hate the old hag, but I’d have been nicer to her had I known she would die today…or whatever worse fate she endured.”

      “There is nothing worse than death.”

      “Yeah? What do you know? My entire village was wiped out and I lost my freedom all in a day. Getting washed down in the river sounds undeniably appealing fate at this point.”

      “You’re either wrong or stupid,” he says, giving me a rap on the head with the back of the brush.

      “Hey!” I complain, scowling at him over my shoulder. It doesn’t hurt, but I don’t like his forwardness. He rises to his feet and I teeter without his leg to lean against.

      “Most of the mud is out, but you’re still dirty. You’ll need to bathe again in the morning.”

      He looks at me expectantly and I scowl at him. “I hope you aren’t waiting for me to thank you.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he scoffs, echoing my earlier words to him. The troll makes his way around the room blowing out candles and lanterns. I watch him for a while. Oddly enough, I want him to talk. I want to fight with him and tell him what a monster he is. I want him to snarl and growl and to scare me so I don’t have to think about all the people I grew up knowing and how horrible their deaths must have been. I can see the faces of my childhood playmates. The town healer. The priest. My mother’s dearest friend, Catherine.

      “What are you doing?” Tears well in my eyes and I hope he doesn’t hear my voice waver.

      “It is time for bed.”

      “I never knew trolls slept in beds,” I say spitefully, trying to pick a fight. “I thought they slept in the filth and algae that festers beneath bridges.”

      He doesn’t look at me. Instead he inspects the quickly healing wounds on his chest and arms. “One could write a book about all the things you don’t know about trolls,” he responds absently.

      “I know everything I need to about your kind. Besides being green and living under bridges, trolls are nothing more than a lot of thieves and manipulators. And if I take you as an example, I can add callous and—” He shoots his gaze to me, waiting to hear how I’ll finish my appraisal of him. His yellow eyes shine in the dark and the firelight casts dancing shadows over his monstrous face.

      “…and hideous, and—” My voice grows small and his brow softens. The troll approaches, kneeling before me, and my voice dies in my throat. I hold my breath, trying not to swallow the knot it leaves there. For if I do, I’m sure to cry and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to stop.

      “What is your name, little one?” the troll asks.

      “Adelaide.”

      “I am Brom.”

      I force out a laugh. “Don’t you want me to call you ‘Master’?”   

      He reaches out one massive, four-fingered hand and palms my cheek. Some weak sliver of my soul wants to lean into his warmth, wants to cry and find solace in another being. But this troll isn’t safe, he isn’t my friend. He is my captor and I recoil at his touch in defiance.

      “You are safe here, Adelaide. The sooner you come to terms with your new life, the easier it will be for you.”

      “How can anyone come to terms with slavery?” I never bowed to Aunt Celia’s will, why would I do so for this troll?

      “There are worse fates. Work hard and this will be a fair life.”

      “I can’t possibly stay here forever.”

      “Why not? You have nothing else in this world, save an aunt in Pontheugh, who I gather you hardly even know.”

      “This is no life! I’m young, I want to have a husband one day and a family!”

      “I am sorry, but I’m not attracted to humans. You’re all too scrawny and pale.”

      “No one wants to marry you, you dim oaf!” I shout. A wide smile cracks across his face, showing brilliantly white fangs. He’s teasing me. “I see what you’re doing. You’re trying to get a rise out of me.”

      “Isn’t that what you want?” he asks, sounding nonplussed.

      I huff and look away from him. “Don’t do me any favors.”

      “I take it I also shouldn’t point out all the favors I’ve done for you thus far,” he says, rising. I watch him amble the short distance to his bed. His movements are languorous and slow. I’m shocked when I see his loincloth fall from his waist. Gasping, I look away before I can see anything of consequence, wishing I had a hand free to cover my eyes. I can hear him laughing at my shock, but don’t venture another glance in his direction until I hear him drop heavily down onto his bed. He spreads out over his thick and plentiful pile of blankets.

      “Do us both a favor and promise not to run. You wouldn’t make it past the charms on the bridge gate and I’m in no mood to rise again before morning.”

      I don’t respond, refusing to make him any promises. Though, I don’t plan on going anywhere tonight. I’m too tired to run…but he doesn’t need to know that.
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      Brom  

      I watch Adelaide as she stares into the fire. Silent tears fall down her cheeks. I consider rising and offering her another bottle of honey wine, but eventually she lies down and falls into a deep sleep. I have a more difficult time finding rest. My own sleep is light as I remain vigilant of her throughout the night.

      It’s still early when I’m pulled from my light slumber only to find her tossing and turning—in the midst of a nightmare. The blanket I had wrapped around her has fallen free and her arms are pinned beneath her back, leaving her breasts exposed to me. I try to ignore the erect, strawberry-pink tips.

      Climbing from my bed, I buckle my loincloth around my waist, making more noise than necessary so that she might wake and turn to shield her smooth and curved human body from my view. Her breaths are short and quick and her eyelids flutter. I grow concerned for her, having no desire to leave her trapped in a nightmare.

      “Human,” I say, but she does not wake. When she whimpers out a sad cry, I decide enough is enough and go to her side.

      “Adelaide,” I call to her, gripping her upper arm. “Adelaide!” Finally, she wakes with a start…followed by a scream.

      She skitters back from me, looking outraged. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      I rub my hand over my eyes. “You were having a nightmare.”

      “Waking is a nightmare if the first thing I see is your hideous face!”

      “And this is what I have to see,” I say, gesturing to her exposed body and giving her my most unimpressed expression.

      She gasps. “How dare you! I demand you cover me with that blanket right now!”

      I take the blanket from the ground and wrap it around her shoulders tightly so that it does not come free again. When my hand brushes against her arm, she hisses in pain.

      “What is it?”

      “My arms…they’re sore.” She’s wincing now that her initial shock of waking has subsided.

      “Are you done running?”

      “No,” she answers honestly.

      I’m forced to laugh at her bluntness. “Do you at least promise not to knock our breakfast onto the floor?”

      She looks thoughtful for a moment and then nods her head.

      “Good enough for now,” I mutter.

      Moving behind her, I pull the blanket back down and use my knife to cut the rope binding her wrists, freeing her. Before my blade is even sheathed, she’s hurrying to cover herself once more, but her hands are shaking and weak so I help her with the blanket again. She doesn’t pull away from me as I offer my aid. Nor does she thank me.

      When she whimpers once more I’m not sure what to make of it. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “My arms hurt,” she whines. “The ropes were too tight and I must have been laying on them.”

      “Let me see.” And to my surprise, she turns to me, holding out her arms.

      I begin rubbing her forearms and wrists. “So trusting,” I point out, bemusedly. She scowls in response. “You must be warming to the idea of our partnership.”

      “I’d hardly call being your slave a ‘partnership.’ Besides, I’m desperate. My arms really do hurt,” she admits. Some of the edge falls away from her words. “It feels like needles…”

      “They have only fallen asleep. The feeling will subside in a few minutes.” Her arms feel cold in my hands and I rub them gently, helping the blood circulate.  

      “That’s better,” she tells me finally, pulling her hands free and rolling her wrists. “Can I dress now?”

      “Would you like my assistance with that as well?” I offer, still feeling in a teasing mood.

      “What do you think?” she asks angrily.

      I shrug and rise, walking across the room to give her some sense of privacy. “What will you be making for breakfast?”

      “Do you like omelets? Or crepes perhaps? Some people like a good coffee cake.”

      “Any of those sound delicious.” Already my mouth is watering in anticipation.

      “Well, then you have the wrong slave. I don’t know how to make any of that. I can scramble an egg if you want.”

      I start a pot of coffee, laughing to myself. “No, I think I have the right slave. I’d choose a good sense of humor over a good meal any day. Though I’d prefer to have both.”

      I peek over my shoulder in time to see her slip her stiff and tattered dress over her shoulders. She did not do a thorough job washing it yesterday, though I can hardly blame her considering the circumstances. As time goes on, she will get used to this arrangement…and hopefully get better at household chores.

      Adelaide huffs, fussing with her bodice. “You tore it, you big oaf.”

      “Would you like to sew it? I have needles and thread—”

      “No. I don’t want to sew it. I’d rather it was never torn at all.”

      “Do you not know how to sew?”

      “No. I don’t know how to sew,” she says in a mocking sing-song voice. “I also don’t know how to cook and I’m terrible at keeping house. Looks like all you got out of me was my sense of humor,” she huffs, finally giving up on her bodice and rounding on me. The front of her gown used to hold her breasts in tightly, and while they’re still covered, now they jiggle freely, accentuating her shape.

      “That and the view,” I say, nodding towards her breasts.

      “You’re an animal!” The human crosses her arms over her chest in an attempt to cover herself. The stance only amplifies her cleavage however. I chuckle and go to the larder.

      “Here are the eggs. You may make some for yourself too, if you like. There’s bread and butter, the pots and pans are in the cupboard here, and I expect you to wash everything after you’re done.”

      She rolls her eyes at me and starts pulling things from the larder, setting them out on the table. I have my own sewing to do, so I take a seat and unroll my sewing pouch on the opposite end of the table.

      “I can teach you this skill,” I offer.

      “I’m a terrible learner.”

      “What a shock,” I mutter, peeking up at her. While she says she doesn’t know how to cook, she seems to know her way around the kitchen well enough. Unfortunately, my optimism is short lived, for it isn’t long until the room is filled with smoke and the plate she sets before me is hardly recognizable as eggs.

      “What’s this?” I cough, waving the smoke from my eyes.

      “Breakfast. Enjoy, Master,” she says smartly, not bothering to hide the wicked smile on her rosy lips.

      “What are you eating?” Eyeing her plate I see that for some reason her eggs don’t seem to be suffering from the same affliction as my own. She brings a fluffy, yellow scoopful to her mouth and bats her eyes at me. I rise to my feet, as imposing as I can—which I’ve been told is fairly imposing—and I stalk the short distance to her end of the table. It seems effective, because she drops her fork and it clatters against her plate, her expression no longer so smug.

      “If you can’t cook, you can be taught,” I say, stopping in front of her. “One way or another.” I take her plate and trade it with my own. “Now eat.”

      “I’m not eating this.”

      “Let me put it this way, your behavior is going to be punished. Hells, I’ll even let you choose. I can either hogtie you naked once more or you can eat your breakfast.”

      She shakes her head in dismay.

      “I could always give you a spanking,” I offer instead, eliciting another fearful shake of her head.

      “Then eat.”

      Adelaide scowls at me and picks up her fork, frowning at the charred mass on her plate.

      “Now or I’ll choose an alternative punishment.”

      She shoots daggers at me with her eyes and shoves a bite into her mouth, grimacing. Her eyes water and she gags. “Oh, this is repulsive!” she wails, gulping down water. Again, my troll-sized cup seems like a bowl in her human-sized hands.

      “How much do I have to eat?” she asks.

      “What have you learned?”

      “Nothing I didn’t already know…that I hate you and you’re a horrible beast holding me against my will.”

      “Take another bite.”

      This time she doesn’t take her eyes off me. The shining green globes remain narrow and full of hate, a silent challenge to me. This will get old quickly.

      “Are you truly so stubborn to not see a good thing when it is standing right before you?” I ask. She makes a big show of looking around the room, pretending to be perplexed.

      “How many times must I explain, the road to Pontheugh is a dangerous one. You are a female, traveling with no companion, no goods to trade, no horse to ride, heading toward a distant relative that you don’t know will take you in.”

      “My aunt offered to take me in last year when my parents were killed, the offer will stand.”

      “Many things can change in a year. Perhaps your aunt has taken a man or had a child and no longer has room for you. Maybe she’s moved and you won’t even be able to find her. Maybe that room she offers you is in a whorehouse—”

      “How dare you!”

      “The point is you do not know! Here you have safety and I only ask that you to do the same chores you would in your own home. That is not UNREASONABLE,” I argue, my temper beginning to get the better of me.

      “You’re stealing my life away! How is that reasonable?” she shouts back.

      “What would you have me do, release you? Only so you can die at the hands of a rapist before the day is done?”

      “No! I…I… It couldn’t possibly be that dangerous…could it?” Behind her insolence, her eyes look fearful.

      “Little one, you have wandered into the Perished Woods. There is nothing but danger here. Did your parents teach you nothing?”

      She hunches her shoulders in defeat, looking away. I take it her parents did tell a story or two. Good, hopefully it will save her life.

      “Cook yourself some fresh eggs,” I tell her.

      Disgruntled, she rises from the table, taking her plate with her. I grab her arm as she passes. “And stop wasting my food or I will be forced to find a way to punish you that will leave a more lasting impression,” I warn. A spanking would do this stubborn woman some good.
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      Adelaide

      At breakfast I eat a troll’s share of eggs, ensuring I won’t be hungry for dinner. Something like a plan forms in my mind. I’ll cook for the troll if he’s going to force me to, but he isn’t going to like it.  

      As supper time nears, I rifle through the troll’s cupboards, stumbling across the spices I’ll need for his meal. While I cook, he works on a new latch for the door. It’s as heavy as a tree trunk and I doubt I could ever move the thing on my own. I frown at it unhappily; my only solace is the meal I ladle into his bowl.

      “Aren’t you hungry?” he asks when I serve him.

      “Nope,” I answer flatly.

      “Suit yourself.” He scrutinizes the stew I made especially for him. “Looks better than breakfast did.”

      Still, he’s wary and pokes at the meal before venturing to take a bite. I watch him with a blank expression as he chokes back a cough. His brow furrows and he sputters into his napkin. Already I can see sweat breaking out on his forehead. I’m feeling pretty damn good about my sabotage when he turns to me.

      “The joke’s on you this time, little one. I like spicy food.”

      “Well, it’s a shame I used your entire supply of chili and pepper then.” I shrug, taking a seat across from him. “This’ll be your last spicy meal for a while.”

      The troll shoves another spoonful into his mouth. His nostrils flare and more sweat beads on his forehead. “Looks delicious,” I say with a smirk.

      “It is,” he confirms, struggling not to cough as sweat drips down his temple. The troll has to fight to finish his bowl and frankly I’m surprised he’s able to. When he’s done, he slides it over to me. “Clean up,” he orders, before lifting the heavy new latch and disappearing out the door, slamming it on his way out.

      I can’t help but feel like dinner was a bit anticlimactic. I had hoped it would spur another fight, but instead the troll only disappeared, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Oddly, I look forward to our verbal sparring, though I try not to think too much about why.

      He told me to clean and grudgingly I do, but I grumble as I work, doing as poor a job as I can, putting the pot away with food still clinging to it. This troll can go straight to hell if he thinks I’m going to be his dutiful slave.

      Mutinous thoughts cause me to startle when the door swings open. I see the beast is carrying a large bucket upon his return. He sets it down on the floor on the opposite end of the room as the fire and secures the latch. I’m curious about the bucket’s contents, but I don’t dare to ask.

      “Finished with dishes?” he questions.

      “I am.”

      “Good, it’s time for you to wash up. Do a better job than you did yesterday and get all that dirt out of your hair. You look like a forest hag.”

      Now I’m eyeing the bucket warily. Yesterday he used water from the spring that trickles in from the beside the door, but today he brought the bucket in from outside. I look over at him, but his back is to me and he’s setting by the fire, working on his mending once more.

      “There’s a washcloth there, if you need it.”

      “How thoughtful,” I mutter sarcastically.

      “It was, wasn’t it?” he muses.

      I remove my dress and plunge the washcloth into the water—then instantly withdraw my hand with a shriek.

      “Is there a problem?” the troll asks over his shoulder.

      “This water is like ice!”

      “Of course. I wanted to thank you for noticing that I like things hot. And since you didn’t have any dinner for yourself, I assume that means you like things cold. Now wash up.”

      “You’re a beast.”

      “I’m learning from the best,” he replies.

      Stubbornly, I wash myself, refusing to reveal how uncomfortable the icy stream water is. The worst part is plunging my head into the bucket to wash my hair. I dunk my hands in and scratch at my scalp, working the clinging dust free. The water’s so cold it feels like it’s burning. And though I wring my hair out, the frigid liquid still weaves its way down my body. My hands are left red from the cold and my skin is covered in goosebumps. I pull my dress on quickly to fend off the chill.

      “All done?” he asks.

      “All done,” I struggle to say through my chattering teeth.

      “Good. Time for bed then.” He picks up the worn blanket that he gave me last night and tosses it onto his bed, before stalking over to my bucket of bath water. I watch him in horror as he proceeds to empty it onto the fire. The coals hiss and the lights go out.

      “Sleep well, little one, and think about any lessons you might have learned today,” he tells me in the dark. With shuffling steps I go to the rug before the dying coals and try to soak up the last of their warmth, but the heat vanishes quickly and the night is a long one.
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      Adelaide

      The next day is filled with more of the same.

      I make eggs again for breakfast, this time I leave all the shells in with them. The troll and I sit across from each other, stubbornly shoving crunching forkfuls into our mouths, glaring at one another. Each of us daring the other to snap first.

      “I like what you’ve done here, little one,” the troll bluffs. “Is this a human recipe?”

      “Just a little something special I came up with especially for you. I’ve always heard that trolls like garbage.”

      “That must be why I’m so fond of you,” he replies, though his yellow eyes are filled with a slow-burning hate.

      As I wash dishes, he catches me leaving rotting messes on the pans and orders me to re-clean everything in his cupboards, even the things I’ve never cooked with. Distrustfully, he parks himself in front of me with his feet up on the ottoman, inspecting everything I clean and often instructing me to re-wash even the cleanest of pans.

      “I want to see myself in them when you’re done.”

      “That’s a sight I wouldn’t recommend,” I mutter, and the troll delivers a swift kick to my ass. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s degrading nonetheless.

      “Agh!” I grunt in outrage.

      “Get back to work!” he shouts, meeting my anger with his own.

      The troll does a lot of his own muttering and cursing throughout the day, which is exactly what I want. The more I test him, the more I’m beginning to think he’s more bark than bite. Sure he’s punished me, but they’ve been punishments I can bear, and making him hate me might prove to be worth it. If I keep fighting he’ll eventually get tired of me and kick me out, then I can be on my way to Ellyn’s home in Pontheugh.

      At dinner I decide to up the ante.

      He watches me like a hawk as I cook, ensuring I don’t spike the food in some way. But I don’t. I make a perfectly delicious pot of stew. He’s sniffing the air and looking hopeful as I bring him his bowl. But just before I make it to the table, I stumble, stubbing my toe into the ground as I do. I go lurching forward and the bowl slips from my fingers, flying forward. The troll reaches out to break my fall, ignoring the boiling bowl of soup soaring toward his groin. It connects with my target and I tumble to the ground just as he lets out a bellow of pain. I clutch my toe and moan right along with him.

      “You witch!” he roars. “You insufferable pain in my ass!” Grabbing his crotch he paces around the room, desperate to regain his composure. I nurse my toe and try my best to look shocked.

      “What, I’m not allowed to trip?” I complain, rocking on the floor and nursing my “injured” toe.

      “Trip? Trip! Bullshit! You did that on purpose, you wretched excuse for a woman.”

      I rise to my feet, feigning a limp. “If you wanted a woman you should have found a willing one. You, sir, wanted a slave!”

      He marches to his bedside and tears away his soup-soiled loincloth, donning a simpler leather one without the fur and skull ornamentation. He rounds on me.

      “Show me your foot,” he demands roughly.

      I back away, really working my fake limp. “Get away from me, you oaf. I don’t have to prove anything to you.”

      “Like hell you don’t!” he says, hauling me up by my waist and dropping me down onto the table. My heart races in my chest.

      “Get your hands off me!” I scream bitterly, kicking my legs wildly as he tears the shoe from my foot. He holds me firmly in place and I pound my fists against his muscled back as he inspects my toes.

      “I should break every one of these,” he growls, wiggling each pink protrusion.

      “No!” I screech, worrying that I misread my captor and he truly is so vicious as to break my bones to prove a point.

      “There isn’t even a bruise!” he complains. “I’ll just have to see what I can do about that.”

      “No! Don’t hurt me!” I scream as he drags me off the table, kicking and screaming. The troll drops himself down into his chair and pulls me close so that I’m standing between his legs. He pins me there, between his knees with one strong hand against my back. Being this close to him feels strange, dangerous and exhilarating at the same time.

      “Five for lying. Five for wasting supplies. Five for never letting up,” he growls. “And TEN FOR TRYING TO SCALD MY DAMN COCK! How many is that?”

      When he bellows into my face, I remember that I’m in the lair of a monster, deep in the Perished Woods, the evil place my parents warned me about from the time that I could walk. His fangs look vicious and his yellow eyes are wild with rage. Try as I might, I cannot escape his hold on me. Muscles cord and twitch in his thick neck.

      “I asked you a question, slave. How many is that?”

      “Twenty-five,” I stammer, staring into his chiseled face.

      “Twenty-five lashes.”

      “Lashes?” I whimper as he swings me over his knee, hiking my dress up around my waist. Before I have time to think, a wide troll hand connects firmly with my ass and I shriek in pain and outrage.

      “You’re going to spank me?” I ask, incredulous.

      He answers with another swift slap to my ass. I wail in response to it. Three more come in quick succession. Already I’m gasping for air and tears sting the corners of my eyes.

      “Say you’re sorry,” he commands.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t scald your cock clean off!” I rage at him. He freezes, and I crane my neck to get a view of his face. It softens for a moment and a rueful but amused smile splits across his wicked features. He grabs me by the hair and pulls my head back, not hard enough to hurt but enough to show me his measured strength.

      “We can do this all night if you want to,” he tells me. His voice is ragged and sultry and I can’t help but thrill a little in response to it, which only makes me angrier.

      “Go to hell!”

      SLAP!

      “Ugh!”

      “There is a fire in you I have no wish to extinguish, little one, but I’m growing tired of this game. It is time you learned your place.”

      “You can spank me all you want, troll. But my place will never be with you.”

      He growls at my defiance and his hand comes down on my backside, again and again. But the pain is nothing compared to my bitterness. I dig my nails into his strong thigh and grit my teeth, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of hearing my screams. Biting back groans, I clench my eyes shut.
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      Brom

      Quickly I begin to feel guilty for doling out physical punishment, especially when I see the first reddened imprint of my hand appear across Adelaide’s ass. I slow my assault and try to pay no mind to the naked and feminine curves of Adelaide’s body bent over on my lap. It seems wrong to admire her at a time like this, when she’s so vulnerable.

      I stifle a chuckle… Vulnerable? Adelaide doesn’t know the meaning of the word. No, in reality she’s not vulnerable. She is angry and fuming. Were she a witch her curses would have killed me by now. And this is the way I like her, fiery.

      When she groans and clenches onto my thigh I grow still, swallowing hard to regain my focus. I slap her across her ass again, pausing with my hand on her heated flesh. Only five more strikes and her punishment is done.

      I decide to take my time with these last ones, making them firm and lingering. She bites back a quick yelp with every hit and grips me even tighter. After the last one is finished, I rub her rounded cheeks, soothing them. Her backside is an angry shade of red, starkly contrasting with the rest of her milky flesh. I haul her up onto her feet and she teeters, supporting herself on my thigh. The feel of her hands so close to my cock is the last straw. I grow hard for the human. With my arm still locked around her waist, she does not back away. When she looks at me I nearly groan at the sight of her. Adelaide’s soft human lips are puffy and wet from biting into them and her cheeks are flushed a rosy shade.

      “Tell me you’re sorry,” I growl in a low voice. She purses her lips. I grab her chin and angle her face toward mine. “Say it.”

      “Never,” she replies firmly.

      I let out a low and rumbling chuckle and Adelaide’s eyes go wide. It was not the reaction she was expecting from me.

      “No, I suppose you won’t ever say it. Frustrating as you are, that’s what I like about you, little one.”

      “I guess a troll like you can’t be too picky,” she tells me, still riled.

      “A troll like me?” I ask, my hand still gripping her face. I hold her roughly, not ready to let her go.

      “I can’t imagine a hideous monster like you has many friends,” she answers hatefully.

      I scoff. “All you humans are alike. You think you’re so special. That you deserve to lord over the other beings of this realm. Do you know the last woman I had in my lair was a fae?”

      “Did you drag her in here as your slave as well?” Adelaide makes a big show of looking around for my ex-lover. “Seems like she was able to escape you, or maybe she killed herself as a last-ditch effort to rid herself of your presence.”

      “The fae came on her own volition. And you’d find her appraisal of me doesn’t quite match your own.”

      “My condolences go out to her family then. They must have been heartbroken.”

      “Heartbroken?”

      “When their daughter was kicked in the head by a donkey. It’s a sad thing, you know? Happened to a man in my village; he never was the same after that. ‘Simple-minded’ is what polite people said.”

      I chuckle again. “Humans.” I shake my head in disapproval. “Do you even know anything of the fae? They are stunning creatures, changing the very air around them. Charging it with their intensity.” I lean in close to Adelaide’s neck, inhaling her scent. Her breath hitches. She’s earthy and raw. I could breathe her in all day. “The fae smell like magic,” I tell Adelaide. “What do you think you smell like?”

      “I’d smell like shit if it kept you away from me,” she answers plainly, her brow raised.

      I let out a pained sigh. “Were you always such an awful thing? Or have I brought it out of you?”

      I’m surprised to see Adelaide actually considering my question before spitting an answer at me and I wonder if I’ve struck a nerve. After a while, she settles on a reply. “I’m sure you’d like to think you’re special, but I’m just an awful creature. As I’m sure my Aunt Celia would have attested. I have been since my parents died last year,” she admits. “Though you certainly don’t make my disposition any sweeter.”

      I move my hand to her hair, twining it gently in my fingers. “I could if you’d let me,” I tell her, my voice low.

      “What would you do? Call your fae here to put a spell on me?” she scoffs.

      “No, I don’t want her here. I cast her out.”

      “You? Cast out a fae?” Adelaide laughs, not hiding her disbelief.

      “She was fine in bed, but can you truly imagine me with someone like the fae? All sunshine and sparkles? I’ve already told you, little one, I prefer my woman with a sense of humor…and perhaps even a little fire.”

      Adelaide’s eyes narrow at me once more and she jerks her hair from my grasp.

      “I’m not your woman.”  

      “Shame. You might make a better woman than a slave.”

      “If you believe that you’re as stupid as you look,” she spits.

      I’d laugh if I weren’t growing so tired of this endless fighting. “Give me one break, Adelaide. Just one.”

      “I owe you nothing.”

      “Nothing beside your life and virtue,” I remind her. “And the integrity of those toes. I should have broken every last one of them.”

      Adelaide chews on her lip, considering. “Fine. I agree to acknowledge that you may have saved me from the orcs—”

      “May have?”

      She cuts her eyes at me in that way that she has, telling me that I’m treading on thin ice.

      “Fine,” I agree. “I may or may not have saved you from the orcs…and?”

      “And…I acknowledge that if you were a truly terrible beast there are many things you could have done to me by now to prove it.”

      “Why, Adelaide, I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” I tease.

      “Take it or leave it,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I’ll take it,” I say, releasing my hold on her, having finally regained control of my cock. “How’s your ass?”

      “Sore, no thanks to you. How’s your cock?” she challenges. It takes me a moment to realize she’s referring to the hot stew she spilled into my lap rather than the erection she inspired.

      “Sore as well. Is there anything you can do to soothe it for me?” I tease, my hand going to my groin. Adelaide sputters. I have thrown her off her game. She has no retort ready and at her disposal.  “Don’t worry about it,” I tell her. “Let’s see what we can do for that sore ass of yours instead.”

      I bring her a rag dipped in the icy stream water and rung out. Shyly she retreats to a place by the fire, tucking it up under her skirts and holding it over her soreness. I clean up the spilled stew and serve the both of us fresh bowls that have had the chance to cool during Adelaide’s spanking.

      “If there’s one thing to be said about you, Adelaide, you are honest. You told me you would make a poor slave and damned if it isn’t the truth.”

      “I guess you have no choice but to set me free,” she says lightly, a smug smile on her face.

      “Not likely,” I laugh, finally settling down to eat my dinner. I shovel a spoonful into my mouth and am instantly shocked. “I take that back.”

      “What?”

      “You’re a liar. You told me you were a terrible cook and this stew is delicious.”

      “Pure luck. I’m sure you’ll change your mind come breakfast. I was planning to make you fish porridge.”

      I grimace at the thought. “You are a wicked thing, aren’t you? You’d make a master war strategist. Armies would bow to your godless plots.”

      I look up from my bowl to see a new sight—something that makes my cock harder than any spanking I could ever give the woman. When I look at Adelaide…I see she is smiling. She catches me looking at her and the smile vanishes as quickly as it came. Still, there’s no way to erase the image from my memory.
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      Adelaide

      “Wake up, little one,” the troll says, nudging me. “Breakfast is hot.”

      “Breakfast? I thought I was supposed to cook?” I ask groggily as I sit up, stretching out my stiff muscles.

      “We were out of fish, so I took the liberty.”

      “Well, where’s the fun in that?” I complain.

      “You’ll just have to plan an especially evil dinner.”

      “Don’t challenge me, sir,” I tell the troll, refusing to let a smile cross my lips. “Why are we up so early?”

      “We’ve been cooped up too long. I thought we could hunt, check my traps, maybe even fish—but don’t get any ideas about tomorrow’s breakfast,” he warns, feigning brutish authority.

      I lose track of our verbal sparring, surprise taking over. “You’re letting me outside?” I ask in shock. I had assumed the troll would keep me locked in his lair for the rest of my life.

      “Of course. Besides, you need airing out,” he jibes, a wicked smile softening his hardened features. Perhaps when he smiles I can acknowledge what that fae woman must have seen in him. There’s a rugged handsomeness about the troll that is difficult to deny.

      I snort, biting back my laugh. “Has anyone ever told you you’re a real knight in shining armor?”

      “I suppose you’ll be the first,” he replies, fastening a rope and various tools to his belt.

      “Just don’t hold your breath.”

      “I have to around you,” he jokes, covering his nose.

      “Gods help me,” I say, shaking my head at him.

      The troll moves about the kitchen, beginning to set out two bowls, but he stops midway and replaces one with a cup instead. He serves the porridge into them, leaving the cupful in my place at the table. Everything in his lair being troll-sized, the cup is a much better fit for a human like myself. I almost thank him for being so thoughtful, but I stifle the words.

      Shaking myself free from my morning stupor, I focus on the task at hand. He’s taking me out. This is my chance to flee.

      We eat quickly and in silence, my mind contemplating the possibility of escape. I consider my options. I could jump into the river and count on it to carry me far enough downstream that I could make it to Willowbend before the troll catches me. Or I could wait until he’s distracted and try to smash him over the head with something…a branch or a large stone perhaps? That idea is less appealing, however. I want to escape, but I don’t necessarily want to hurt the beast. Simply running isn’t an option though. He would catch me in an instant. I’ll just have to bide my time and look for an opportunity, I decide.

      “Are you ready, little one?” the troll asks, shaking me from my thoughts.

      “Huh? Oh, yes.”

      I rise, following him into the tunnel. The door shuts behind me and we are cast into darkness. I press forward, putting my hands on his back so that I might follow him without falling behind or walking square into him. He feels warm and hard under my touch. We walk together for some time. Without warning, the darkness pulls away like a curtain and we step out from the charmed wall under the bridge.

      Sunlight blinds me and I blink my eyes, willing them to adjust. My senses are bombarded with the outdoors: the sound of the rushing water, the crispness of the air around me, the fresh scent of the earth and morning dew. Before my eyes can even focus, I feel a tugging at my waist.

      “Hey!” I protest, looking down at what my captor is doing. He’s tethering me to him with a rope. “Is that really necessary?”

      “Did you have a change of heart? Are you ready to be my slave now, Adelaide?” he asks mockingly.

      “No. Of course not.”

      “Then yes, it is necessary. I don’t want you to become separated from me. Whether you wish to believe it or not, this is a dangerous wood.”

      “So they say,” I reply sarcastically. Though as a slave to a troll, I hardly need to be warned of the dangers of this place. I think I’m already neck deep in them.

      “Do you hunt?” he asks as he finishes tying off the rope. Then we set out, walking side by side up the bank.

      “I’ve set traps before--for small game.”

      “Do you know how to use any weapons? A bow?”

      “I can’t say that I do,” I answer, only half focused on the troll. Instead I’m looking around at the woods. In my mind, I’m back on that first day, being chased by orcs. The thought is unnerving and I look for signs that more have been here. I’m no tracker, but there clearly aren’t any signs of an army passing through—no trodden earth, no broken branches, or obviously displaced stones. Still, finding no signs does nothing to put my heart at ease.

      “What is it?” the troll asks, stopping to scrutinize my expression.

      “Nothing.” I’m quick to reply and quick to avoid his gaze. He huffs at me, sounding unconvinced, but still he presses forward. It isn’t until he’s already on the bridge that I freeze, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Is this some kind of a trick?” I demand.

      “Trick?”

      “You’re going to get me to cross this bridge and then tell me I owe you something, am I right?”

      The grin that crosses his face makes goosebumps run up my arms. He grabs the rope and pulls me in closer to him. I crane my neck to maintain eye contact.

      “Is there something of yours I do not already possess?” he asks, his voice low and rumbling.

      “I could fill a book with all the aspects of me you do not possess,” I tell him, rolling my eyes. “Now answer me, troll. Is this some kind of a trick?”

      A muscle in his neck twitches and his expression turns grim. “There’s no trick,” he says flatly, turning to pull me along. I hurry to keep pace with him, otherwise the rope tugs at my waist.

      Sensing a sore spot, I press into him. “Trolls are known for that, you know? Deceiving people—taking more than what they’re due.”

      “Tell me all you know about trolls,” he scoffs. I can’t see his face, but I’d bet my last coin he’s rolling his eyes right now too. “That’s just more of your simple-minded, human, egocentricities. All of you, you think you own this world—and the creatures in it.”

      “Hah! What a load of hypocrisy! I won’t even point out our little relationship,” I say, tugging at the rope for emphasis. “But look around! You think you can own this bridge out here in the middle of nowhere—blocking a path necessary for weary travelers to cross. Extorting them when they need passage the most!”

      “This bridge was built by my people hundreds of years ago and it’s not ‘out in the middle of nowhere.’ It is the gateway to my village.”

      I slow to a halt in the middle of the cobbled bridge. “You have a village nearby?” I ask, not hiding the shock in my voice.

      “Of course. Why else would I be guarding the bridge?”

      “Guarding the bridge?” I echo. I’m flustered. I thought of the troll as a lone beast, lying in wait to prey upon the disadvantaged. To think of him as a guard to his village…to even think of an entire village of trolls… It’s a foreign concept to me. I never imagined that trolls might live the way humans do. I struggle to regain my salty composure. “Some guard. You managed to keep a single human woman at bay. They’ll probably give you a medal for it.”

      “When they hear what a monster you’ve been, I’m sure they will.” He tugs me along beside him.

      “Yes, I’m terribly sorry I haven’t been a more enthusiastic slave. It must be quite awful for you,” I tell him sourly. He stops in his tracks and I bump into the mountain that is my master.

      “What is it?” I ask, suddenly afraid that he’s heard something lurking in the forest around us. The leaves rustle on the breeze and the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. I inch closer to the troll, eyeing our surroundings. But when I cast my gaze up at him, I see he’s rubbing his forehead. It’s me that has him bothered.

      “It is too early for this, woman,” he complains. When I see that worn out look about him, I’m reminded of Aunt Celia and it waters the little poisonous seed in my gut, telling me what an awful creature I am. My defenses prick and I want to say something biting, something that would hurt him in the way that look on his face hurts me. But I stop myself, chewing on my lip instead.

      “I’ll offer you a trade, little one. Anything to make this bickering stop, if only for a few hours.”

      “Anything?” I ask.

      “Almost anything,” he revises, narrowing his gaze at me.

      “Untie this rope.” I won’t be able to escape while tethered to the troll.

      “Try again,” he tells me, with a shake of his head. I huff and put my hands on my hips, trying to think of something that might inadvertently help me make my getaway.

      “How about this,” the troll says, interrupting my thoughts. “You choose how we spend this morning.”

      My mind works to find a loophole…

      “Stop it. I know what you’re doing. You will not escape me today, Adelaide. You might as well salvage the morning by choosing to do something you enjoy.”

      I frown at him and consider the offer. All this fighting is tiring…and I’ve been doing it for so long, because it didn’t start with the troll. It started when my parents died. Still, it’s hard for me to swallow my pride and answer him.

      “This deal won’t last forever, Adelaide,” the troll warns.

      “Fine. I suppose we could fish,” I respond finally, crossing my arms over my chest, trying to look unaffected.

      “Truly? You want to fish?” the troll asks, sounding surprised.

      I shrug. “I like to fish.”

      “This isn’t a trick to gather fish heads so you can put them in my bed later or some other unpleasant thing, is it?”

      I let a smile creep across my lips. “You shouldn’t give me such wonderful ideas, troll.”

      He steps closer to me, invading my space. “Wonderful ideas or naughty ones?” he asks.

      “Depends on who’s asking, I guess,” I reply, refusing to cower before him. Instead, I keep my eyes locked on his.

      “Be careful, Adelaide. I think I liked bending you over my knee last night. Get in trouble again and I know exactly what kind of punishment I’m going to give you.” The heat in his eyes makes me nervous and I can’t help but wonder if he truly enjoyed spanking me across my bare ass. I also can’t help but feel a little excited by his sexually charged threat. I chalk it up to the fact that it’s been a long time since a man has touched me.

      “I’m not scared of you,” I tell the troll, swallowing hard. I try to sound strong, but I can feel a flush creeping over my cheeks. His hand goes to my hair and he twirls a red lock around one thick and monstrous finger.    

      “Maybe you want to be punished? Did you like your spanking, Adelaide?” he questions. Despite my pride and anger, I can’t help but picture the scene between us last night. There was something charged about it. I was angry, no doubt. I still am. But this power play going on between the troll and me, it’s a challenge that calls to me. And the way he talks sometimes, hinting at arousal, it makes me feel like I do have power over him…some sort of power at least.

      My words catch in my throat and he chuckles, his expression smug and knowing. I scowl at him, feeling exposed—and angry for it.

      “Come, Adelaide. If you want to fish, we will fish.” He throws one heavy arm around my shoulder and we walk together along the far side of the rushing stream. I shift under the weight of his embrace, pretending it’s uncomfortable yet feeling oddly soothed by it. A short distance ahead there’s a small offshoot to the water flow, creating a calm pool near the bank.

      The troll steps down the grassy slope and reaches back to assist me. I put my small hand in his and hop down beside him, taking in our surroundings. There’re smooth and rounded knolls all along the bank, perfect seating for a lazy day of fishing. Old and rotting felled trees peek between the grasses, wildflowers blooming from their hollowed cores. The sky is blue and the trees are tall and green.

      “Doesn’t look so much like a cursed wood here,” I point out.

      “Even the Perished Woods has its beauty,” the troll agrees. He takes a seat and pulls back the door to a compartment hidden beneath a layer of moss. Inside I see fishing supplies. “Sit with me, Adelaide.” I take a seat while he chooses a rod for me.

      “I can do that,” I say, interrupting the baiting of my hook. He raises his eyebrow at me and I hold my hand out when he fails to pass me the small box of worms.

      “You’ve done nothing but refuse tasks for days, but now you wish to bait your own hook?”

      “Of course I want to bait my own hook,” I say, trying not to feel testy, but it’s so hard to fend off the familiar and comforting emotion.

      “I didn’t figure you for dirty work, Adelaide,” he tells me, finally handing over the supplies.

      I ignore his words and dig a hook into a fat and wiggling worm, wiping my fingers on the grass when I’m done and casting my line.

      “You’re a strange woman, little one. Strange and angry.” He doesn’t bother to cast his own line. Instead he stares at me and I feel his gaze like a weight. I shift under the pressure.

      “You’re not the first to tell me that,” I say.  

      “I don’t expect that I am.”

      “Good. I’d hate for you to think you’re special.”

      A second later he’s on me, yanking my body close to his and pulling my hair back roughly. I drop my pole and gasp in shock. One strong arm goes tightly around my waist and he presses his mouth against my neck. I can feel his pointed fangs scraping my skin. The heat of his breath practically burns and I remember what I so easily keep forgetting. This is a monster and whether I want to be or not, I am his. For now.
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      Brom  

      “Enough!” I growl at the girl. “Enough.” I breathe deeply, trying to regain my composure, but it takes time before I stop seeing red. “I am a reasonable troll,” I say, more for my own benefit than for hers.

      All I wanted was a little help with my labor, a companion to help me get through the long days and quiet nights. I thought I had found that in Adelaide, a woman lost in the woods, with no wealth and no family. She needs me as much as I need her, yet she refuses to see this. All she wants to do is fight.

      The sound of her quivering breath pulls me from my angry haze. “I am trying to show you kindness today, Adelaide. That was our deal. You would stop spitting your poison and we’d have a nice morning fishing. Have you forgotten so quickly?”

      “No! No, I remember,” she is quick to say. Pressed against her neck and breathing her in, I can feel the quickened beating of her heart.

      “Do you want me to take you back to my lair, to keep you locked in there forever?”

      “No! Please, I’m sorry. I forgot. I just forgot.”

      “Can we salvage this day?” I ask, closing my eyes and focusing on her smell. I’m still angry, but her scent soothes me.

      “Yes, I’ll keep my mouth shut. We can fish. I promise I won’t say a word.”

      “That isn’t what I want, Adelaide. I want to be able to talk without being at each other’s throats!” I growl out the words, feeling frustrated down to my core. She’s silent but she writhes against me, trying to find some sort of escape from my touch. Her cheek brushes mine and I feel it is wet. She’s crying.

      “Why are you crying?” I demand.

      “It’s hard for me. I don’t know if I can stop myself. I swear, I’m not trying to argue. This is just what I do.”

      “Explain it to me,” I beg, desperate to understand her. I release my grip on her hair, smoothing it down for her. She whimpers and it makes me think of a babe who needs swaddling to be calm, so I wrap my other arm tightly around her, resting my palm on her throat. Her slight human frame is engulfed in my embrace and I whisper against her ear. “Please,” I ask.

      “I’ve already told you. It started with my parents…when they died last year. Their cart flipped on a bad piece of road; they were crushed. I haven’t been able to get over it.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why,” she baulks. “They’re my parents!”

      “Everyone’s parents die, Adelaide. You’re grown, why not allow yourself to heal?”

      She huffs, trying to pull her head away from mine, but I force contact, bumping my forehead against her temple. I hear her fighting back tears.

      “You may cry in front of me. That’s not an emotion I’ll judge you over.”

      “Oh, but you’ll judge me over my anger?” she challenges, finally turning to look at me. Tears streak her flushed cheeks. I pull away just enough so that she can look into my eyes.

      “Yes,” I answer plainly. She scoffs and shakes her head at me.

      “You’re just like my Aunt Celia,” she accuses.

      “I sincerely doubt that.”

      “It seems like everyone can take sadness from a woman, but if I’m angry that’s somehow unacceptable. It’s bullshit is what it is.”

      “I’ll take sadness because it’s authentic, Adelaide. Anger is the bullshit. Anger is what you bury your sadness under, hiding it from others—hiding it from yourself.”

      She grows tense in my arms and I see the muscles in her jaw tighten. I nuzzle her there, trying to pull her out of the pit she has dug for herself. “Tell me where it really started,” I say quietly, urging her to share her secrets with me.

      She shakes her head and her whole body trembles. “The answer is on your lips, let it fall between us, Adelaide. What does it matter if one lonely troll in the Perished Woods knows what plagues you?” I stroke her neck and keep my grip on her tight.

      Silence stretches for a long while between us, but I can feel it in Adelaide’s body—she is preparing to tell me her secrets.

      “It’s so important for a girl to be nice.” She says the word with venom. “In a human village, that is. Especially at my age—courting age. I was supposed to smile, bat my eyelashes, bake muffins for the church. I was supposed to go out of my way to show people how sweet I could be—what a lovely young bride I could be.”

      She waits for me to interject, to challenge her in some way. But I only wish to listen, to hear how her story progresses.

      “It was only midday, but my parents were late getting back. I think I knew then that something was terribly wrong. There was a fear that gripped me deep in my stomach. I walked around the village, expressing my concern in that stupid meek way that everyone wanted me to be. They told me not to worry, said I was being silly. A silly girl. But I couldn’t shake that feeling. So I went after them myself. It didn’t even take long to find the turned cart.”

      “Any of the men in town could have left an hour before, taken a short ride up the road and found my parents. Maybe they could have even called for the doctor in time and saved them. Instead, I had to go alone. I had to climb down that muddy slope and drag my parents’ corpses from the muck all by myself.

      “When they found me later that evening everyone said I was in hysterics. They called the doctor to give me a sleeping aid. Between then and the funeral the whole town walked on eggshells, acting as if I my reaction was somehow shameful. Like the fact that I was in pain was somehow unappealing to them all, because good girls, good little wives, are supposed to be stupid and simpering and fall into a man’s arms when the world gets tough. I guess my emotions ran a little too hot for them,” she says bitterly.

      “My suiters dropped off after that. The few that stuck around were only after my parents’ house and land. That’s why Celia moved in, under the pretense of helping me protect what was rightfully mine. Though it quickly became apparent that she was as much of a vulture as the rest of them. I heard her talking with the doctor and the priest, trying to convince them that I was not mentally stable enough to remain in the house without professional care. She wanted to ship me off to a convent and needed their approval before she could.”

      “She didn’t get it,” I interject.

      “No, but she would have. Eventually. I had no friends left in that village. But that wasn’t what bothered me the most. My problem was that I just couldn’t fit my head around any of it. Everyone treated me like I was mad, but I’m just…I’m just mad. I’m angry I had to be the one to pull my parents from the mud. I’m angry that the pain I expressed in my moment of loss was judged by any of them. I can’t stand that all the empty-headed boys I used to flirt with lost interest in me because I had the audacity to emote. And that my only family preyed upon me like nothing more than a worthless carrion, an ugly obstacle stopping her from claiming what my parents had left to me!

      “And she worked me so hard, Brom! She worked me like her damn slave until I had no time for my own duties. And my parents’ home—their beautiful home that they raised me in was practically in ruins. My mother’s beloved garden reduced to weeds. Finally I just couldn’t take it anymore. I decided to let it wither. For weeks I had been ignoring my chores, the house, Aunt Celia…everything. I’d lie in the glen on the outside of town, sleeping the day away under the sun. I figured I’d let them all hate me. I’d let them think I was crazy and ignore their whispers, ‘she was such a beauty, what a waste,’ they’d say.

      “That’s where I was when the orcs came. It’s the only thing that saved me. If my parents hadn’t died that day, I’d have likely gotten married. Instead of being in the glen I’d have had a newborn babe in my arms when the town was raided. Now they’re all dead and I’m left feeling like a monster because I still hate them. Even now, I can’t get over the way they abandoned me when I needed them the most.

      “So that’s it. That’s my bitter story. I can’t be your slave, Brom, because I’m a slave to my own anger and it claimed ownership of me long before you ever did.”

      The tension in her body slips away and she leans on me, allowing me to support her.

      “I didn’t think you remembered my name,” I say finally, my chin resting on her shoulder.

      “Is that all you have to say?” she asks.

      “What does one say to all that pent up hurt? If there were words to lessen your burden, I’d give them to you freely, Adelaide.”

      She nods solemnly but seems unappeased. I want to give her more. I want to promise her that everything will be alright, that one day all her pain will wash away and she will be stronger for it in the end. But her discarded fishing pole twitches suddenly on the bank.

      We freeze, staring at it. It twitches again. Then, just before it’s yanked into the depths of the water and lost for good, Adelaide rips herself from my arms and dives for it, deftly catching the handle.
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      Adelaide

      Shame from sharing rears its ugly head inside of me. I can’t bring myself to look at Brom. I bared my soul to him, sharing these wounds I’ve felt for the past year but have never spoken aloud. And I find that Brom is right. When I peel back the anger, there is a vast well of hurt lying just beneath the surface. And the pain is a lot scarier than my anger.  

      The whole time I clean my fish, I feel Brom looking at me, scrutinizing my mood. I pass his fish knife back to him and rinse my hands in the water.

      “Do you want to go back home?” he asks finally.

      “My home is gone.”

      “I meant to my lair,” he corrects.

      “Oh.” I blush. “Of course.”

      “What do you want, Adelaide?”

      “Let’s go back. I’m feeling tired,” I say quickly.

      “Are you sure? We could go for a walk—”

      “No. I’d just like to go back.”

      He nods and reaches for my hand. I take it, accepting his help up the bank. We continue our walk toward the bridge crossing and I can’t help but notice he never lets go of my hand.

      Back in the troll’s lair he leaves me at the door. “I have a few quick things to do outside, Adelaide. Go ahead and start dinner. I’ll be in shortly to help.”

      I nod, my voice catching in my throat. I can’t help but feel like a fool over everything I shared with him. He runs one rough hand over my cheek before he steps out, and despite myself, I want to lean into it.

      The second he vanishes from the room I collapse on the rug before the fire. I was supposed to run away. Instead I shared my deepest secrets, exposing myself to Brom in a way I’ve never exposed myself to anyone before. Never in my life have I allowed myself to be so transparent and vulnerable. It leaves me trembling and ashamed.

      The wheels in my brain start turning. I need to find a way to salvage this and redeem myself. I’m not here to make friends with the troll. I need to get to Pontheugh and find my Aunt Ellyn. The troll is my enemy. He is my captor. And I need to escape.

      I hurry to his larder and start digging through the contents, intent on finding something that might help me. If only I could find something to poison him or make him ill. I stumble across his small stock of potions and I riffle through the jars. There are no labels. Nothing to tell me of the secret properties of the magic within.

      I’m hardly thinking straight when I put the pot over the fire. My mind keeps coming back to the night he hogtied me and left me naked on the floor. I feel the same way right now. So exposed…too exposed.

      Blindly, I dump vials into the pot and quickly dice potatoes, adding them to the mixture. I bank on the likelihood that all the magic I put in there will do something, hopefully offering me one last shot at escape. The smell in the room grows strange. It certainly does not have the scent of stew to it. Quickly, I grab spices and herbs from the shelves and crush them into the boiling water.

      I turn back to the larder, my mind clouded by the need to escape…the need to hide my ill deeds from the troll…and the dirty feeling I have running over my skin. I still feel naked and exposed. I fumble with some root vegetables, carrying them to the table in haste. I can’t quite remember where I left the knife.

      That’s when I notice the smoke billowing from the pot. To be honest, I don’t know how I didn’t notice it sooner. Covering my mouth, I hurry over to stir the fire and I trip over my own two feet. The sense of urgency makes my skin prickle and I push myself up, forgetting what I was supposed to be doing.

      I cough, turning in the mist and feeling lost. Somewhere in the back of my mind I remember that orcs are chasing me. I need to escape.

      That’s when Brom’s voice cuts through the haze. The path to him is clear and I remember the orcs, I remember that he can beat them back.

      “Brom!” I scream for him. He moves with such speed that I lose him in the mist. Arms wrap around me and throw me to the ground, enveloping me in their strength. Nearby there is an explosion. I can see nothing but darkness and my ears ring painfully. I feel as if I’m suffocating and I claw at the body lying over me. My vision tunnels and then there is nothing.
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      Brom

      “Thank you for coming, Sorya.”

      “Anything for a friend,” the fae says lightly, her voice melodic despite the gravity of the situation. Mischievous eyes sparkle lavender and the air around her crackles with electricity. Sorya, my old lover. She is all fae…unaffected by the world around her. Coming here today was not out of any sense of obligation, or even friendship. More likely it was nothing more than idle curiosity. Whatever the reason, I am grateful for it.

      Sorya shakes her delicate wings. Glittering fairy dust clouds around her, slowly settling to the ground. Eyeing Adelaide from head to toe, Sorya pads barefoot over to my bed. She raises one golden eyebrow in scrutiny.  

      “This is the beast that’s caused so much damage?” she asks.

      “It is.”

      “Humans,” Sorya tsks, running pale hands over her flower petal tunic.

      Adelaide moans in her sleep. Though she sustained no wounds in the explosion, I have not been able to wake her. My body took the brunt of the blast, leaving my back covered in blisters and burns. Still, I used the last of my healing potion to brew a tea, pressing it to Adelaide’s lips and forcing her to drink.

      “Let’s see if I can do anything for her…” the fae says, tracing her fingertips gently over Adelaide’s brow. Sorya closes her eyes in concentration and I watch as her lashes flutter. A rare frown mars the fae’s lips and she tilts her head to the side—even the slightest movement from the fairy woman sounds like the tinkling of bells.

      It’s annoying.

      “A sleeping curse,” she confirms. “Do you know what elixirs she used? Or if there was a spell she cast?”

      “From what I gather, she dumped nearly my entire stock of magics into the dinner pot with potatoes and herbs. I don’t think she had a clear plan…the result was an accident.”

      “What a foolish thing to do,” Sorya huffs, looking curiously down at Adelaide.

      “Is there anything you can do to help me wake her?” I ask.

      Sorya rises off her feet and flutters back and forth across the room—the fae version of pacing—while tapping delicate fingers on her small and pointed chin. “I’m sorry, Brom, but this isn’t my kind of magic. If it were a specific potion or spell, I might be able to help, but this…” She waves her hands at Adelaide. “This is a big mess.”

      “I’m forced to agree.” I rub my hands over my face, sighing. “Will she get better?”

      “There’s no telling. She might wake up in a day or so. Of course, she might remain in suspended sleep until true love’s kiss. A good counter spell could do the trick as well.”

      “The elder witch has gone on a journey,” I say. “There’s no hope of a counter spell until she returns.”   

      “Did she have a lover?”

      “Who? The elder witch?”

      “No, you brute!” Sorya laughs. It sounds like rain. “The human! A kiss will usually clear these kinds of things right up.”

      “Adelaide is a virgin,” I tell Sorya.

      “That doesn’t mean she can’t kiss, Brom,” the fae reprimands.

      “She had no one like that.”

      “She has you.” Sorya smiles, batting her golden lashes.

      “The girl hates me. My kiss would likely put her on her deathbed.”

      “Then you’ll have to wait and see if she wakes on her own. If she doesn’t, the elder witch will be your last resort…unless of course you decide to take more extreme measures—”

      “I’ll wait.” I’m quick to break off Sorya’s words. I don’t want the fae to speak of dark magic in my home. Especially not when Adelaide has fallen under a sleeping curse.

      “I only mention it for the girl’s sake, Brom. These curses can be frightening, like living in an endless nightmare—”

      Adelaide moans again and clutches at the blankets in her sleep as Sorya and I watch helplessly.

      “Allow me to help you at the very least, old friend,” Sorya offers, nodding toward my back.

      “I’m out of healing potion.”

      She tsks again and pulls a pouch from the belt at her waist. “Make a tea out of this. It isn’t strong magic, but it should take the edge off your pain. You can share it with the girl if you want.”

      “You think Adelaide is in pain?” I question. Sorya presses her lips together, not needing to give an answer. I already know. Adelaide writhes in the bed and her brow glistens with sweat. She hurts.

      “Good luck, Brom. Call on me again if you decide to take a gamble on darker powers.”

      I agree, knowing I would never do such a thing, and walk Sorya to the door. I watch as she disappears down the tunnel, illuminating it with her inner light. After shutting the door behind her, I take in the state of my home.

      Around the fireplace everything is charred and black. The rest of the room looks like an earthquake hit it. My weapons have been knocked from the walls, the footstool Adelaide has been using as her chair is overturned, dishes lie in shattered piles in the kitchen. Then there’s my back, which stings like a beast.

      I don’t know what went wrong. Adelaide opened up to me. I thought our conversation today was a turning point. It had been for me at least.

      After I left her here to start our dinner, I sat alone outside staring at the flowing water and thinking about all Adelaide had shared. I knew what I had to do. Despite my loneliness and the gnawing desire for a companion, despite the very laws of my people, I decided to let Adelaide go.

      Trolls are supposed to be uncompromising. We are all business. When Adelaide stepped onto my bridge, we entered an agreement, whether she knew it or not. But when I saved her from the orcs her debt to me multiplied. She owed her life to me. It was my right to make her my slave. Still…after our talk, I knew there was no way I could keep her here, it would only cause her more misery. And I certainly couldn’t go on treating her like a slave, just as her Aunt Celia had done. I decided on a deal to offer Adelaide. In exchange for a few weeks of labor I would release her and help her find safe passage to Pontheugh.

      I came back into my home then, to tell Adelaide the news, and saw ethereal clouds billowing from the pot over the fire. I knew right away that Adelaide had done something foolish. And it was the look of horror and confusion on the girl’s face that was worst of all. I could tell she had been touched by magic. She looked so lost and frightened…like she did when the orc had her pinned to the ground. I called to her and it seemed the fog cleared for a moment and she saw me. Adelaide screamed for me. She called out to me for help.

      Looking at her now, cast under this terrible spell, with pain etched onto her face, a mixture of pride and guilt wars inside of me. I shouldn’t feel so pleased that she called out to me. Such is the nature of trolls however. We are a protective bunch. It is why I guard this bridge. Perhaps a part of me wants to do the same for Adelaide—protect her and be her champion. It’s madness though.

      Everything about this woman tears me apart inside. I should keep her, force her to honor her debt to me. But I can’t, not when I know how she feels. I have to let her go—to be the hero. Besides, clearly this thing between us isn’t working. Looking down at Adelaide, that fact is apparent. The sight of her like this is like a slap to my face. I was a cocky fool to think I could force this woman to bend to my will.

      I toss Sorya’s pouch onto the table. The brew will have to wait. I’m too tired and in too much pain to do anything tonight. I remove the tools from my belt, but hesitate before pulling free from my loincloth. It feels strange climbing into bed with Adelaide without a stitch on. But my wounds are painful, I reason. And in her current state she would not even know. It isn’t as if I plan to take advantage of her. I growl angrily, feeling foolish about even thinking twice. Still, I walk the room briskly, blowing out all but a few small candles. At least the darkness offers some sliver of modesty, just in case Adelaide wakes suddenly.

      Carefully, I lower myself down onto the bed, lying on my stomach. Adelaide whimpers beside me.

      “I know how you feel, little one,” I whisper. “My back might as well be on fire.”

      At the sound of my voice, Adelaide fitfully turns toward me.

      Tentatively, I wrap my arm around her and sidle up a little closer until there is no space between us. “Don’t worry,” I gently urge in an effort to calm her mind. “I’m here. All will be well.” I speak the words confidently, but secretly I pray I am not lying.

      Her small human hands find my arm and clutch onto me, tethering her to reality.
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      Adelaide

      

      Half of the time I know I’m in a nightmare, but it’s the other half I worry about. That’s when I’m either lost or sucked back into my darkest moments, forced to relive them over and over again with terrifying clarity.

      

      Sometimes I can hear Brom in the distance. He whispers to me, soothing me…speaking only words of kindness. I can’t tell if that part is real or not. Is he really out there somewhere, trying to guide me back? Or is it all a hellish nightmare?

      

      How did I even get here? Was it the orcs? Was I captured and this is my prison? Or have I finally gone mad? Thoughts like that bring anxiety and fear, causing me to get caught up in my emotions, making me forget that I’m dreaming. Then the orcs come. Sometimes I’m still in my village, being forced to watch my parents’ home burn to the ground. I can hear the footfalls of a thousand gray and vicious predators advancing on me.

      

      Other times I’m clawing at the forest floor, trying to crawl away from the orc who wants to rape me. But he presses me down hard and I feel suffocated by the weight of him. My heart races and my limbs won’t respond. Even my screams catch in my throat.

      

      But the worst is when my nightmares take me back to the day my parents died. I can’t block out the vision of their faces—caked in mud, eyes open, mouths gaping and twisted. The injustice of seeing the two people I loved most in the world reduced to empty husks—all the light and joy stripped from them—gone as easily as one might blow out a candle. And I’m filled with the deep sense of knowing that there’s nothing I could ever do to bring them back.

      

      I’m caught in a churning ocean of despair, barely struggling to stay afloat. Waves of horrors hit me again and again. My only solace is in the distant whispers of the troll who wants to make me his slave. And this is such a horrible place, not even my pride can stop me from seeking out his voice.
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      Brom

      Still in the throes of her sleeping curse, Adelaide curls against my side, weeping. The despair in her is palpable, so I stroke her hair and promise her that everything will be alright.

      It has been a full day since she got into my potions and brought this mess upon us. Even now, I cannot grasp why she did this after confiding in me. I felt her walls come down—and it had nothing to do with her being my slave or me being her master. It was a true connection. Or at least…I thought it was.

      While Adelaide seems to be locked in an unchanging state, I on the other hand feel even worse today. The wounds on my back burn and itch. Every move I make causes cracks to open across my scabbing flesh. But I swallow my pain, not wanting to add to the negative energy surrounding poor Adelaide.

      “When you wake up, you’ll have to tell me who taught you how to fish,” I say to her.

      I find that her whimpering lessens when I speak, and considering we know so little about one another I’m finding plenty to converse about. I just wish she could talk back.

      “All trolls grow up fishing,” I explain. “I can’t even recall my first time, I was so young. My kind, we like to build our homes and villages near waterways. Fishing is a given. From the moment a babe can walk, you’ll see him wading in a creek.”

      Adelaide grimaces in her sleep and I huff out a pained breath, shaking the wild red flyaway hairs framing her face.  

      “I’ll have to comb that for you when you wake up,” I tell her, brushing it back for her. She flinches suddenly, sucking in a gasp.

      “My poor Adelaide. If it makes you feel any better, my back was torn to shit. Seems like something you would have been proud of.”

      She groans softly as if in pain.

      “Maybe I’ve been saying the wrong things? I’ve been too nice since you went to sleep. If I fight with you, will you promise to wake up, little one? I could tell you how stupid it is to play with magic. Or point out the fact that only a simple-minded human would do such a thing. What would you say to that?”

      Her eyelashes flutter and she seems lost, disconnected from me and my words. Frustrated, I push myself up from the bed. My back aches in protest. “I need to do something, little one. I can’t bear to see you this way.”

      I decide to brew the herbs that Sorya gave me, hoping that at the very least it will have a calming effect on Adelaide. The worst part about all this is knowing nightmares plague her and I can’t help but wonder if I contribute to them. Is she my slave in her dark dreams, still trying to escape? Am I the source of her anguish?

      I stare down at the boiling water, losing myself in morose thoughts. Once the brew is done, I poor it in a cup, blowing on it so it will not burn Adelaide’s lips. Then I pull her tense body into my arms, cradling her so that I might help her drink some of the fae brew down.

      “Bet you wish this was more of the honey wine,” I tell her, watching her throat work to gulp down the drink. It feels like a small victory she’s able to drink it at all. Yesterday when I gave her the tea I made from the last of my healing potion, I had to pour it slowly into her mouth so she didn’t choke.

      “See, you’re getting better already, little one. You’ll wake soon, I’m sure of it.”

      Sorya’s brew works in one way or another. While Adelaide doesn’t wake, she does seem less troubled. Still, she burrows against me. I’m not sure if it’s for warmth or comfort, but I still wrap my arms around her, holding her closely, just in case she needs me.

      Three days pass like that, with Adelaide curled against me in my bed. I spend all my time talking to her, running my hands down her smooth, human arms, breathing in her scent. It is a loathsome thing to see her like this and I find myself wishing I played this differently. Perhaps if I had, Adelaide would not be consumed by this sleeping curse now.

      Our only comfort comes from Sorya’s brew, which offers poor Adelaide periods of calm. So I save it all for her. My back will heal on its own in time. What’s it matter if I have a few more scars?

      There are times she still startles in the night and moments when her sleep is so restless I think surely she will wake. Thankfully, she no longer whimpers and cries in her dreaming state. I consider it a blessing and resign myself to holding her tight, whispering encouragement for her to finally open her eyes.

      Still, we cannot go on like this forever. Sorya’s brew will be gone soon. Then what? I lie awake at night, unable to sleep, staring at Adelaide’s trembling eyelids. I don’t want to risk calling on dark forces to bring her back to this world. Such magic comes at too great a price. Regardless…I consider it.

      “Our best option is to wait for the elder witch,” I tell the sleeping Adelaide. “That or find some white knight to kiss you. If it were up to me, I’d wake you with a good, hard spanking. I’ve warned you more than once about wasting supplies. I’d say you’ve earned another lashing.” She makes no response. I sigh, staring at her. “I’m only teasing, little one. You’ve paid the price…ten times over.”

      Of course there is another option that keeps floating to the surface of my mind. Sorya said a kiss will usually cure magic like this. But it should be true love’s kiss, should it not? A kiss from someone Adelaide hates might make the magic sour even more. There’s really no way to tell what the outcome might be. It isn’t like I have experience with such things. Stuff like that is only for fairy tales and maybe princes and princesses. Certainly not for trolls and their slaves.

      If only there was someone else who could try. “If I knew any humans I’m sure they’d be lining my bridge just for a chance at your lips.” I run my thumb over her rosebud pink mouth. “Or if only there was some way I could get a prince here. Are princes more magical than average men, I wonder?

      “You called me a knight in shining armor once,” I tease. “Is that magical? Perhaps I have a shot at waking you after all. Though you’d probably find some evil way to kill me if you opened your eyes and found my lips on yours.”

      I push myself up on my elbows and look down at Adelaide. “Little one, this is your warning. If you do not wake immediately, I will kiss you right on your mouth.” I half expect her to wake out of indignation alone and I watch her face for signs of recognition. She does not even grimace. It is disheartening to know that she is so far gone. Have I only been imagining that my words have soothed her? I like to think that wherever she is in her mind that she can hear me calling her back to this world, but the fact that she does not react to my threat…it makes me question everything.

      I sigh and rest my forehead on hers. “There are things I would take back if I could. If I could do it over I’d have spoken to you first before declaring you my slave. Had I, I’d have known right away that you’re too hot-tempered to be broken. Perhaps I could have bartered a better deal for the both of us. But there are other things I would not change. I’d still have saved you from the orcs. I’d still have forced you to share your burden with me—no one should have to carry so much pain on their shoulders, not even a fiery little thing like you. And I still would have bent you over my knee and given you a good spanking on that fine human ass of yours, because hell, after all you’ve put me through, I deserve at least one good memory.”

      As close as we are, I can feel Adelaide’s breath on me. It’s like ice on my skin, a stark contrast to the warmth of her scent. It makes me feel like there is something foreign inside of her…a poison taking root. “If I could kiss it all away, I would,” I tell her.

      And then, more to soothe me than her…I brush my lips against hers. I’d hardly call it a kiss, but I feel her twitch beneath me.

      I pull away from her, looking down at her features. Her eyelashes flutter and her lips part. “Adelaide?” I question. Was her reaction a coincidence or was she responding to my kiss? I laugh at the absurdity of it. Could a kiss truly wake her, even if it comes from a troll?

      “Hell, I may as well try… Adelaide, I’m going to kiss you now,” I warn, just before leaning in.

      I graze her gently once more. It’s really more of a caress than a kiss, but as my lips touch hers, I feel her beginning to respond. I take the reaction as encouragement, closing my eyes and deepening the kiss. I lick at the seam of her mouth and suck her bottom lip. When I feel her gasp, I freeze, my heart pounding in my chest. She’s waking!

      That’s when her tongue finds mine. When she seeks entry into my mouth, she doesn’t do it gently, the way I did with her. No, she conquers my lips, pushing her tongue past them, thrusting deep into my mouth. I want to pull away, to look in her eyes and see her waking. But her hands grip onto my arms, seductively tracing her fingers up towards my shoulders before she wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me in closer.

      My eyes go wide when she lets loose a throaty moan of pleasure. She arches her back, pressing her breasts against my bare chest and I growl against her lips. The way she kisses me…it’s hungry and passionate, like she wants only me…like she’s been waiting for me to finally take the plunge and now that I have, she’s never going to let me go.

      I fight for control of the kiss, digging my fingers into her hair and wrapping an arm around her waist. I pull her tight against my body and kiss her with a force and passion unlike anything I’ve ever felt for a woman before. Her hands glide over my shoulders, exploring my body. She grazes the wounds on my back and I hiss at the sensation, but nothing could feel bad in this moment. Adelaide is awake and that’s all that matters.

      Wanting more, I move to her neck, kissing the sensitive space along her collar bone. “Adelaide…” I groan her name against her flesh.

      She sucks in a breath of air, but the sound of it isn’t lustful and needy. It is like a person drowning. I wretch myself away to get a look at her as she sits bolt upright in the bed. Her eyes are wide and frightened and each breath panicked.

      “Adelaide, are you well? How do you feel?” I ask, gripping onto her shoulders to steady her. Her eyes shoot to the fireplace and she sees the remnants of the explosion there. Her hands fly to her chest and face, touching herself as if to prove she is actually here.

      “Adelaide, look at me. How are you feeling?” I demand, garnering her attention.

      “I…what happened? Where…” She looks around again, noticing for the first time that she’s in my bed. Gripping the covers, she pulls them up over the loose front of her dress.

      “You’ve been asleep for days now, Adelaide,” I tell her, choosing my words carefully. Now is not the time to cast blame and bring up her misuse of my magic. The last thing I want to do is start a fight the second she wakes up.

      “I’ve been sleeping,” she agrees, choking on her words. Her lips turn downward into a frown and her eyes well with tears.

      “Are you alright, Adelaide?” I ask again, more gently this time.

      “I…I was so scared!” she admits, breaking down. After days of holding her, I’m so used to touching Adelaide. Without hesitation I pull her into my arms.

      “You’re awake now, little one. Everything is going to be okay,” I promise her.

      At first she’s stiff in my embrace, but she can’t fight it for long. The girl needs comfort and she melts against me. Her arms wrap around my neck, grazing my back once more. I bite back the pain, grateful that she’s awake. With the stunt she pulled, we’re lucky she wasn’t lost to an eternal slumber.

      “I’m sorry,” she chokes out between sobs.

      I sigh heavily and pull away just enough to look at her. “You have nothing to be sorry for.” I say it only to ease her spirit. The truth is, she has much to be sorry for. She disobeyed me, she put herself in grave danger, and on some level, I even feel that she betrayed me. But I won’t tell her any of this. I am too happy she is awake and I care too much about her tender spirit.

      “It was all my fault,” she argues.

      “Stop. I refuse to discuss where the fault lies, little one. Let’s just be grateful you’re awake.”

      “It was terrible, Brom,” she sobs. “Like being trapped in hell. It was an unending nightmare.”

      “I was here with you the whole time,” I assure her.

      “I know.” She nods, burying her face against my shoulder.

      “You do?”

      Bashfully, she looks up at me. “I could hear you sometimes. It helped me know what was real and what was a nightmare. You…you kept me grounded.” She looks away and swipes at her eyes, not used to expressing such vulnerability. I can see how uncomfortable it makes her and I remember clearly what happened the last time she shared deeply with me. I must handle her openness with more care than I did before.

      “Adelaide…” Gently, I touch her chin, angling her face toward mine. Her skin is so pure and soft compared to my rough fingers. I lean closer, longing to kiss her again, to know that she is alive and here with me once more.

      “How did you wake me?” she asks suddenly. “Was it magic?”

      “How did I wake you?” I’m caught off guard by the question, not knowing quite how to answer. It was the kiss we shared only a moment ago. Does she not remember? “How do you think I woke you?” I ask.

      “I…I don’t know. All I remember is your voice and then it felt like I was physically being pulled from the darkness. It was like I could breathe again for the first time in days.”

      I’m crestfallen. “Perhaps the magic finally wore off?”

      Her brow furrows as if trying to remember something long lost. “Perhaps.

      “I want to thank you, Brom, I know I’ve been terrible and I’ve caused so much damage here—” She breaks off tearfully, looking around my home. “I’ll be better now. I’ll try harder to not be so much…like me.”

      “No, Adelaide. I was going to tell you before, but I didn’t have the chance. This…this isn’t going to work.”

      “What?”

      “Truthfully, you make a terrible slave, little one.” I force a smile to my face. “This arrangement will never work. You said yourself that you never fell in line for your aunt. It would be foolish to assume you would do so for me.”

      She scoffs and blinks at me in shock. “Wow…I can’t help but feel like I just failed at being a slave,” she says, sounding surprised and perhaps even a bit dismayed.

      “You’re upset now, because of what you’ve been through. But you do not want to be a slave, Adelaide. You want to get to your family in Pontheugh.”

      “So just like that? You’re releasing me from my debt?”

      “I didn’t say that,” I correct. “I am still a troll, little one, and you owe me much for my trouble.”

      “Are you finally going to offer me a fair deal?” she asks skeptically.

      “I’m willing to make you more than a fair deal. I will release you and I will take you to Pontheugh myself.”

      “You’ll do what?” she asks in shock.

      “I cannot stress enough how dangerous the Perished Woods are, especially for a young woman like yourself. I saved your life once—”

      “Twice,” she corrects quickly, her cheeks growing flush.

      “Twice?”

      “If you hadn’t talked to me in my nightmares…I think… Twice,” she confirms. “You saved my life twice.”

      I nod solemnly at her admission. The time she spent locked in darkness has changed Adelaide. It put perspective in her that wasn’t there before. But I can still see her struggling to break down the walls she’s built around herself. This is difficult for her.  

      “I saved your life, Adelaide. I won’t throw it away by letting you wander out into these woods all by yourself.”

      “It’s just…I’ve never heard of a troll in a human village before, let alone a big city like Pontheugh. Will you be…allowed?”

      I roll my shoulders. “Who will stop me, little one?”

      She appraises my body and swallows. “No one.”

      For some reason her response makes me swell with pride.

      “Let me get this straight. You’re going to release me from being your slave and take me all the way to Pontheugh yourself? I can’t tell if you’re being very generous or if you just hate me so much you want to make sure I’m gone for good,” she says, laughing nervously.

      “I didn’t say ‘just like that.’ You must still pay your debt to me. We will simply have to find another way for you to do it.”

      Adelaide pulls the blankets a little more tightly to her chest, eyeing the bed we share. When she speaks, her voice is barely above a whisper. “How do you propose I work off my debt?” she asks, looking up at me through thick lashes.
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      Adelaide

      Brom smiles wryly. I expect him to make some roguish jest about ravishing me. Hell, I half expect him to just up and ravish me. But he doesn’t do either.

      “You wasted a lot of valuable potions, little one. They’ll need to be replaced before I take you to your aunt.”

      “Oh. Okay, how?” I ask.

      “The elder witch has gone on some type of pilgrimage, I do not know when she’ll return. We will have to travel deeper into the wood to a place called Briarmere. There’s a witch there who can help replace the lost items, but there is a price.”

      “A price?”

      “She likes virgins,” Brom says carefully.

      “Okay…”

      “It is nothing dangerous. She asks for a bit of hair and some blood from the tip of your finger. In exchange she will give me what I need. Do this for me and I will take you to your aunt.”

      Words catch in my throat and I don’t quite know what to say. The thought of getting to Pontheugh is a powerful lure.

      “You must be hungry,” Brom says suddenly. “Do you feel well enough to eat?” He rises from the bed and as he pulls away, I find myself starkly aware of the absence of his warmth.

      My mind is foggy, but when he turns toward his modest kitchen I’m pulled from my thoughts. “Brom! Your back!” I exclaim, jumping out of the bed. I stumble, my legs weaker than I expected. But Brom is there to stabilize me.

      “Back in bed, little one,” he reprimands.

      “Your back, Brom! It looks terrible! What happened?” I press as he guides me back down onto the soft mattress.

      “It’s nothing,” he says, waving away my concern.

      “Nothing? It looks like you caught the brunt of an explosion—” I gasp. “Brom, did I do that to you?” I ask, horrified.

      He shrugs but won’t meet my gaze.

      “We have to take care of that. It needs a healing ointment,” I insist.

      “I’m all out,” he tells me carefully. “No matter, we can get more in Briarmere.”

      He turns away again, heading to the kitchen. I can’t help but stare at the purply and blistered wounds. A deep feeling of guilt weighs heavily on my insides.

      I steel my resolve. “When do we leave?” I ask, feeling determined to begin setting things right.

      “As soon as you’re well enough to travel.”

      “Tomorrow then,” I say confidently.

      Brom smiles and shakes his head. “Let’s give you a couple days to finish healing. I don’t want you falling back under halfway to Briarmere.”

      “A couple days? Sure.” I nod. That will give me time to think. I want to help Brom. I want to get to my Aunt Ellyn. I’ll have to find a way to do both. I just hope I can still strike a deal with the witch even after she finds out…I’m no virgin.
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      Brom

      The night before our journey is a difficult one. For it’s the last night I’ll have Adelaide here in my bed with me. And yes, I have kept her in my bed. I could have put her back in her place before the hearth, instead I insisted she have some small comforts while still recovering. She agreed, albeit reluctantly. My embarrassing admission is how deeply relieved I was when she accepted the sleeping arrangement. I don’t have many more days with the woman and already I miss her scent. Not to mention the way she seeks me out once she’s fallen into a deep sleep, unconsciously sliding closer to me for comfort.

      I don’t know why the thought of her impending absence troubles me so. I should be glad to rid myself of such a troublesome girl. Still, there’s something about her that’s grown on me. I chalk it up to my loneliness and try to push the feelings aside. But the human makes it hard to do so. Ever since she awoke, I’ve noticed a shift in her behavior. She’s trying to be more than just her anger. She even thanks me every time I bring her food and water. Though she almost acts surprised I’m caring for her at all. Adelaide must truly think I’m a monster if she believes I’m going to force her from my bed and put her to work in the kitchen after her brush with death. The girl’s still weak from days of cursed slumber. It would be unconscionable to make her work.  

      Regardless of what she thinks of me, the change in her is apparent. I caught her trying to finger comb her long red locks this morning and offered to brush it out for her. To my utter surprise, she agreed. I nearly thought I had misheard her and was going to order her into submission if only so I could help with her tangles, but no. She made space for me to sit with her on the bed and pushed her hair back over her shoulders waiting for my aid.

      I learned something important in that interaction however: I must maintain my distance from the girl. To my surprise, she found pleasure in my ministrations to her hair, letting out a moan as the brush massaged her scalp. The sound escaping her lips set me on edge and I put the brush away quickly afterwards. I was aroused…drawn to Adelaide in a way that has been brewing since I first saw her. In a way that intensified the moment I kissed her.

      Oh, that kiss. It haunts me. It was so painfully perfect. Unfortunately, Adelaide seems to have no memory of our passionate moment. Yet here I am, in the middle of the night before our journey, and I can’t seem to push it from my mind.

      “Are you still up?” Adelaide whispers to me.

      I bristle at the sound of her voice. Lying in the dark, sharing my bed with Adelaide, mentally reliving that kiss…it is difficult to think of anything beyond my desire. I grunt to let her know I am awake, but I do not trust myself to speak, lest she hear the lust in my voice.

      “I can’t sleep. I’m nervous about tomorrow,” she confides.

      Feeling the need to console her, I break my silence. “You have nothing to worry about as long as I’m with you.”

      “I just don’t know what to expect from these woods. My parents warned me about them my entire life and now I’m about to journey into their depths.”

      “You are right to be wary. If you were confident I’d think you were a fool.”

      “Are you confident?”

      “Of course I am, I’m a troll.”

      She chuckles in the dark and the sound draws me to her. I roll to face her, finding her silhouette in the dim candlelight. I feel the bed move as she matches my posture.

      “I’d say you’re the one who sounds like the fool, but I’m trying to turn over a new leaf.”

      “I’ve noticed,” I tell her, my voice gentle. She tenses in the dark and it takes Adelaide a moment to recover from our open discussion of this new side of her. Anger has been her armor. Now that she is stripping it away, she seems raw and exposed.

      “How long will it take to get to the witch in Briarmere?” she asks, changing the subject back to our travels.

      “A week, at least. Depends on what obstacles we encounter.”

      “Obstacles?”

      “Think of all the things your parents warned you about. Those obstacles.”

      “Oh…” she says, sounding fearful. “I am scared, but I trust you.”

      Her words hit me like a physical thing, but it’s what she does next that truly throws me. Adelaide reaches out and finds my hand in the dark, lacing her delicate fingers in with my larger ones. It’s an awkward fit—humans have one too many fingers—but still, I find her touch enthralling.

      It’s the last thing I need before releasing her. Hell, it’s the last thing I need before bringing such a defenseless creature into the Perished Woods. I can’t allow myself to venture down this path any further. I can’t lose sight of the fact that despite her vulnerability since the sleeping curse, when it comes down to it, Adelaide does not like me. She has no wish to remain here with me. And regardless of this momentary lust, I do not wish for her to remain here either. I have no use for such a terrible slave and nothing will ever come of this misplaced attraction to her. I must break this habit now, before it becomes a real problem.

      “Get some sleep,” I tell her roughly, pulling my hand away.

      Regretfully, I turn away from her, reminding myself why I shouldn’t be having these feelings. I agreed to take her to her family. I’ll be giving the girl up soon, now’s no time to foster a sentimental attachment. Especially since I’ll need all of my wits about me after we leave the safety of my village tomorrow. Our journey beyond that point will be dangerous. If I allow my focus to wander I’m liable to get us both killed.

      It’s best I play the rest of our time together safely. Still, I can’t help but feel guilty for my cold demeanor. Despite my better judgment, I break my silence once more. “We leave in a few short hours, Adelaide. My full attention must be on our journey,” I explain.

      “Of course,” she answers quietly.

      “You must tell me now if you plan to disobey me out there,” I add. “This isn’t about a power struggle, little one. If I ask you to do something it’s for our safety.”

      “Okay…” she answers, sounding unsure if she can hold up her end of the agreement.

      “You say you trust me, Adelaide?”

      “I do.” Though her voice is shy, her answer sounds confident.

      “You’ll be asked to prove it before this journey is done,” I warn. She lets out a shaky breath and I press once more. “Do you think you can do it?”

      “I’ll try,” she answers, sounding less confident.

      We lie there like that for a long time, both of us lost in thought. I know when she finally falls asleep though, because she scoots even closer to me under the covers, her cool human flesh grazing my own.

      Now that she’s sleeping, I turn, facing her again in the dark and breathing in my fill of her delicious scent. I will miss this.
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      Adelaide

      Brom has been acting weird all morning. He’s quiet and standoffish and it makes our awkward relationship feel that much more strained. I don’t know where we stand.

      For me, things changed after I woke from my nightmare. I’m trying to be a kinder, less angry version of myself. I feel like I owe Brom. He cared for me the whole time I was under the sleeping curse. I relied on him then, more than he’ll ever know. Which is why I am willing to give him my trust. But now that he’s taking me to Pontheugh I feel like I owe him even more.

      Despite his original claim on me, Brom has decided to set me free. I don’t want to continue being this toxic and angry girl, arguing with him at every turn. I want him to know I’m grateful. Besides, life is so fragile and short. I’m tired of wasting all my time being angry. I want to find a way to be more. It’s hard though, I’ve been angry for so long. It’s the only emotion I remember how to use.

      So yeah, I’m doing this for Brom as a way to show my appreciation, but I’m doing this for me too. Because I want more. I deserve more.

      “We’ll need to get supplies for you in the village,” Brom tells me. “They won’t have anything human-sized, but we’ll have to make do.”

      “The village? You’re planning on taking me through the troll village?” I ask, hiding neither my shock nor dismay.

      He bristles at my reaction and his jaw twitches angrily, but he makes no snarky reply. My cheeks flush with the realization of how rude I must have sounded.

      “I just meant…I mean, isn’t that a little dangerous?”

      “To travel into the village of monsters?” he asks, baiting me.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      He grunts, having no desire to call me on my bullshit. “You’ll need a cloak and a pair of gloves at the very least.”

      “I don’t have any coin,” I remind him.

      “I guess you’ll have to owe me for it,” he says, a smile teasing at the corner of his mouth.

      “Just put it on my tab,” I tell him, letting my humor shine through.

      Brom gathers the supplies necessary for our trip, the majority of which are weapons he slings over his back or ties at his hips. Other than that, he brings only a few apples and some dried meat. I have nothing to pack and so I shift awkwardly on my feet, feeling ill prepared for what lies ahead. Brom closes up his satchel, then it’s time to leave.

      “You won’t run, will you?” he asks as we step out from under the bridge.

      “No,” I answer. It’s a valid question.

      “Then I will not tie you to me this time. Not unless you give me a reason to.”

      I nod, letting him know that I understand. Then we’re off. We cross the bridge and I look back, feeling a weird sense of sadness inside me. I won’t miss this place, but watching it vanish behind the trees solidifies everything that has happened the past week or so. My village is gone, and everyone I have ever known is gone with it. My time here with the troll started out frightening, but lately it’s been a safe haven…a holding place at the very least. One last stop before the real journey begins. Today we leave it all behind to travel into the great unknown in the hope that there is something better out there for me.

      Brom is stoic as we travel and I’m lost in my thoughts. Every now and then I cut my eyes to his back. He swears he’s fine, but I see places that have yellowed and there are oozing cracks running rampant along the wounded parts of his flesh.

      I’m still worrying about it when we reach Brom’s village. One minute we’re walking through an ordinary, unremarkable stretch of forest and the next my senses are battered with the sounds and smells of a vibrant town inhabited by trolls. I gasp in shock, hurrying to get closer to Brom’s side. He looks down at me from his towering height with a smirk on his face.

      “We’re here,” he says. The village must have some magical cloak or safeguard around it, for it popped up seemingly out of thin air.

      “You could have warned me,” I hiss in a low voice. I wring my hands together, wanting to reach out and hold onto Brom, but my pride stops me short.

      “Come,” he says, placing one heavy hand on my shoulder, urging me forward. I’m almost grateful that he keeps that physical link between us, but something about his touch feels cold and callous.

      I swallow hard and force my legs to press me onward toward the lively town center. We pass homes on the outskirts, not so different in appearance from the ones in my village. The main distinction is the scale. While the domiciles are still modest, they are clearly a better fit for trolls than humans. The materials used to create them are more roughly hewn as well and there is a natural look about them that I’m not accustomed to. Some of them are even built right up against live trees, with branches spreading out over the rooftops. There’s a quaint beauty about the place.

      Nearby, I can hear the steady flow of water. There seems to be a wide stream running through the middle of the village. Somewhere I can hear the turning of a water wheel.

      Close to us, a door swings open and a woman comes out…a woman troll, that is. Her sudden appearance startles me and I stand there gaping at her. She stands over a head taller than me and her eyes go wide as she takes me in. In her hands she holds a wicker basket, filled with laundry needing to be hung. She cuts her eyes to Brom and the look she gives him puts me on edge.

      “Good morning, Malkyn,” Brom calls to her, raising his hand in greeting.

      “Brom, looks like you’ve been earning your keep down at the bridge,” she says with a fang-filled smile. I narrow my eyes at her, wondering what that’s supposed to mean. Scrutinizing the woman a little more closely, I find myself curious about the female version of Brom’s kind. This Malkyn is as green and tough looking as Brom, perhaps with a few more curves to her bulky troll frame. Her eyes are smoky and her hair thick, but tamed in an intricate style. There’s an obvious beauty about her, despite how different she is from a human.

      Her gaze stays locked on Brom as we pass her home and she doesn’t get back to her laundry until my captor and I are nearly out of sight. I frown, wondering if Brom is considered attractive among his people. I know he told me the fae thought something of him…and not even I can deny a certain masculine appeal he has.

      “Helewys, Ysmay! Look who’s in town!” I hear a voice call. An old and weathered-looking troll rises from his work in his garden, wiping his hands free of dirt. I hardly have a chance to wonder who Helewys and Ysmay are before two youthful-looking troll women are poking their noses out of the front door of their home.

      “Carac, it is good to see you, old friend. Your garden is looking fine this season,” Brom compliments.   

      “Hello, Brom!” the women call in unison.

      “I’d stop to talk, but I’ve got business to attend to,” Brom tells the family, motioning toward me.

      “Keep up the good work,” the one called Carac says, giving a gruff nod in my direction.

      “You’ll have to come for dinner when you aren’t so busy, Brom!” one of the women calls as we continue down the road. Despite myself, I can’t keep the frown from my face…though I don’t know why I should care that the women of this town seem to be fawning over Brom.

      The deeper we get into the village, the less we are stopped by those who know my troll. Though everyone seems to know him. There isn’t a single troll we pass that doesn’t offer Brom a greeting, or at the very least a nod of acknowledgement. And the looks I get are something else altogether. I’m frowned upon, as if I’m the monster—a criminal who has no business in their midst.

      I feel myself getting defensive again and cross my arms over my chest, wanting to yank free from Brom’s vise-like grip.

      “This is it,” Brom says, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “What is this place?” I ask, looking at the small shop we’ve come to a halt in front of. But Brom doesn’t answer. Instead, he pulls a length of rope from his hip and reaches for my wrists.

      “What are you doing?” I gasp, looking up at the troll with accusing eyes.

      “Have you already forgotten what we discussed, Adelaide?” he questions, not looking up from binding my wrists. I clench my teeth, having no desire to answer. I know he wants me to trust him, to follow his orders. Hell, I agreed to it. So I allow Brom to tie my wrists loosely and I don’t protest as he wraps the rope around a piece of wood railing. I do, however, refuse to look at him.

      “Good girl,” he tells me. My nostrils flare in outrage, but I swallow all the angry words I have brewing just beneath the surface. “I will be back shortly.”

      And just like that, he leaves me on the busy road, tied to a rail, like I’m his damned horse. Trolls pass. Some of them sneer at me, I hear others whispering about humans. While I’m outraged, I’m also beating back my fear. Trolls are frightening beasts and my time with Brom hasn’t desensitized me to that fact. It causes me to watch all those who pass with great scrutiny.

      Brom isn’t gone long when a group of youngsters, reminding me of a bunch of teenage boys, stop not far away. Though they are clearly much younger than Brom, they stand as tall as a full-grown human man. They have the same leathery skin as their older brethren, along with the well-tended hair and piercings adorning their ears and noses. And perhaps I’m being paranoid, but something about the look in their eyes is predatorial. They watch me with great interest, talking quietly amongst themselves and laughing wickedly every now and again. When they begin to approach me, my heart races in my chest and I start working to undo the loose knots Brom left me in.

      “What are you brats up to?” a woman’s voice asks harshly. The young trolls stop in their tracks, looking sheepish. “Get out of here! You have no business messing with Brom’s prisoner. Go on! Get out of here before I call your mothers.” The boys don’t hesitate. They turn on their heels and start heading in the opposite direction without so much as a backwards glance. Relief washes over me.

      “And you,” she says, turning her accusations onto me. When I see her face, I recognize her as the woman Brom and I first met when we came into town, Malkyn. “What do you think you’re doing?” she asks, looking down at my half-discarded bindings.

      “I…I was going to go look for Brom. I don’t feel safe out here alone.”

      She huffs and leans her elbows on the rail. “You aren’t alone now,” she tells me, settling in. She keeps her eyes on the shop Brom entered.

      “Thanks,” I say, relaxing a bit. There are fewer eyes on me now that Malkyn is here, but I still feel like a criminal when I consider the way Brom left me tied to a rail. “What kind of shop is that?”

      “Textiles. Women’s textiles,” she says pointedly, still not looking in my direction. “What are you and Brom up to?”

      I’m caught off guard by the question, so I bite my tongue, waiting for an answer to come to me.

      “Are you lovers?” Malkyn presses.

      “Lovers?” I choke on the word.

      “I know he’s spent time with the fae,” she says, glancing at me now. “And humans are like the fae in some ways. Small, pink, fragile…”

      “No, that isn’t our arrangement at all,” I’m quick to say.

      “So you have an arrangement then?”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” I tell her. Silence falls between us and I feel myself blushing.

      “Do you know why he tied you up?” she asks suddenly. The question makes my jaw tighten in anger.

      “No. I don’t,” I say bitterly.

      “Trolls take what they want, human. The way Brom paraded you through town…he was staking his claim. He wants you for something and the question is: what for?”

      “I owe him a debt. It’s nothing more than that,” I tell Malkyn. She makes no reply beyond a scoff at my answer.

      I look around at the crowds passing by. Some are headed to the market stalls, others usher small herds of goats or drive creaking carts down the packed dirt road. There’s so much here in this village, I begin to wonder if I might find a way to start repaying that debt to Brom. “Malkyn, if I wanted to buy something while in the village, is there a job I could do to earn some coin?”

      “What do you wish to buy?”  

      “Brom, he hurt his back and has nothing to heal it.”

      “How does that concern you?”

      “It doesn’t. Well, I mean…it’s my fault it was hurt in the first place and I was hoping I could do something to help, especially since we’re going to be traveling deeper into the Perished Woods.”

      Malkyn appraises me with a raised brow and those smoky eyes of hers. “Come on,” she says finally, untangling the rope and letting my hands free. “I know of someone who can always use a little help.”
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      Adelaide

      Right away I knew where Malkyn was leading me. I could sense where we were headed before she ever cracked the massive, troll-sized doors.

      There’s a certain smell about any tavern, regardless of whether it serves humans or trolls. It’s the scent of aged and rotting wood, mixed with the stink of a hard day’s work, and the stale and bitter aroma of alcohol.

      Then there’s the tell-tale sounds of a tavern as well: mugs hitting the table, unbridled laughter, and barstools shifting under the weight of patrons. All of this floats on the air outside and trepidation builds in my stomach as we breach the building.

      Malkyn stays by my side and I’m thankful for it, for she eyes all the trolls watching us with a fierceness that lets me know I’m safe when I’m with her. She makes a beeline for the bar and I follow closely behind.

      “Davio!” she calls to the bartender. He’s a troll that’s leaner than the others, though no less fierce looking and he’s decorated with tattoos traveling over his shoulders and up his neck. His hair is pulled atop his head and wound into a bun, his ears adorned from top to bottom with golden rings, and I notice his fangs are less pronounced than Brom’s.

      “Malkyn, beautiful one, how are you today?” Davio greets my new friend with a warm and genuine smile. Immediately I notice he isn’t so gruff as Brom and I’m surprised by the notion that not all trolls are as cantankerous as mine.

      “I don’t have time for flirting, bartender. I’m here for a favor,” she tells him plainly, though I see a soft smile playing at the corners of her lips, which is curious. I thought I read her as being interested in Brom.

      “I am your servant, Malkyn. How can I aid you?” he asks, setting aside the bottle of liquor in his hand and giving the troll woman his full attention.

      “This girl here, she needs to do a few odd jobs, something quick,” she tells him.

      “Oh?” Davio looks at me as if I’m a curiosity.

      “And honest,” I hurry to say, my voice coming out like a squeak.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’d like to do a few jobs that are quick, but I only do honest work. I just thought that might be important to mention,” I say quickly.

      “Well you’re in luck, little human, that’s the only kind of business we do here.”

      “As long as you aren’t playing cards,” Malkyn teases.

      Davio gasps in response, but I can see the mirth in his yellow troll eyes. “Malkyn! You wound me, woman! I am the picture of honesty!”

      “Of course you are, Davio, that’s why I brought the girl here. She’s in need of a healing salve and is willing to trade for work.”

      “You hurt?” Davio asks, looking concerned once more.

      “No, it’s for a frien—my traveling companion,” I say, catching myself. I may not be Brom’s slave anymore, but he and I aren’t friends.

      “Brom,” Malkyn informs the bartender.

      “Well, it’s nearly lunch and we’re packed today. Help the cook get the orders out and wash some dishes and I can give you…” Davio ducks under the counter, digging for something tucked away. When he stands upright, he has a dusty bottle in his hand, it looks to be carved from wood. “This,” Davio says, holding up the bottle.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a healing salve. It isn’t magic, but it’s effective. You’ll have to make sure it is rubbed into the wound at least once a day until the bottle is empty.”

      “Thank you. What can I do to get started?” I ask as Davio tosses me an apron. I have to wrap the thing around my waist three times before I can tie it off.

      “Kitchen’s in through there.” He motions toward a half door leading to a room loud with the clanging of pots and pans. “Tell Crum you’ll be helping him out today—and don’t take his shit!” Davio orders.

      “Should I tell him that too?” I ask.

      Davio and Malkyn laugh in response and I catch myself smiling too. “Please do,” Davio tells me.

      “Thank you both for your help,” I say, looking at the pair.

      “You can thank me by bringing out a hot bowl of Crum’s potato stew,” Malkyn tells me, taking a seat at the bar. Before I even get into the kitchen, I hear Malkyn talking with the bartender. They’ve all but forgotten about me as they begin to flirt quietly over the din of the tavern.

      I push the half door to the kitchen open and step inside. The place is a filthy mess, caked in oil and dust. I wouldn’t be surprised if I saw a rat run in on his way to lunch. Manning the stove is a troll so old and withered he’s nearly the size of a human. He stands with his back hunched and his white beard trails all the way down to his belly. He puts his hands on his hips when he sees me, pushing his clouded glasses up his nose, waiting for me to speak.

      “Are you Crum?” I ask.

      “I am. Who in hells are you?” he demands, and despite all intention, he doesn’t come off as particularly threatening.

      “I’m Adelaide, I’ll be helping you in the kitchen today.”

      “And?”

      “And I don’t take shit from anybody. So, let’s get to work,” I tell him.

      A smile cracks over his crooked and discolored teeth. “That’s right, girly. A kitchen’s no place for shit-takers.”

      Crum surprises me with a litany of quick orders and before I know it, I’m running from table to table, delivering food, filling drinks and taking new orders.
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      Brom

      I tuck the purchases I made for Adelaide into my traveling sack. My errand in the textile shop took longer than I intended and my mood is sour over the time lost. But it couldn’t be helped. There was a particular item I desired and the shopkeep had to make some adjustments so that it might fit a human.

      I swing the door wide, eager to grab Adelaide and be on our way. But to my endless dismay, the human is gone.

      I scan the area. No humans. Only trolls, going about their daily business. On a nearby barrel I see a troll reclining and enjoying his pipe. I stalk over to him, grabbing his collar roughly. “Where is she?” I growl.

      The troll coughs and sputters and I give him a shake to focus his thoughts. “The human that was tied there to the rail, where did she go?”

      “I never saw a human here,” he answers quickly. Hushed voices catch my ear and I look up to see a group of younglings shooting me furtive glances. Dropping the smoker, I approach the young ones, my rage worn plainly on my face. Grabbing a youth by the scruff of the neck, I hold him up high for his friends to see.

      “I will break this one if you do not give me some answers. Where is my human?”

      Without hesitation they raise their hands, pointing down the road. “The tavern, she’s in the tavern!” the youngling I’m gripping onto screeches, his legs kicking uselessly in midair but touching nothing.

      “If you lie, I will be back to break each of you,” I warn, dropping the troll. I head toward the tavern with angry purpose and the boy’s friends wait until I am gone before they help him to his feet.  

      I reach the place quickly. The double doors swing open, banging against the wall with force as I stride into the room. Silence falls as everyone turns to regard me with trepidation. But quickly, the cacophony of barroom sounds ignites again. I scan the room but don’t see Adelaide. A sudden fear washes over me. What if she was stolen?

      Just as I’m about to declare my purpose and threaten to murder everyone in the room if my Adelaide is not returned to me, the short door to the kitchen swings open. Adelaide comes backing her way out, with a tray covered in plates and bowls in one hand and a jug of liquor balanced on her hip.

      I watch in confusion as she passes out food to a nearby table, talking with patrons as if she knows them. She swings her hips, her tattered dress swishing behind her as she makes her way around the room, topping off mugs.

      “That’s a human’s portion, girl!” a troll complains as she moves on to the next mug.

      “Pay a troll’s price and I’ll fill it to the top,” she counters, causing the rest of the table to roar in laughter. The troll smiles at her and slaps a few coins onto the table.

      “There’s enough there for two drinks. Pull up a seat why don’t you?”

      “I’m working,” she tells him. “But I appreciate the tip,” she says with a wink, slipping the coins into her apron pocket.

      “I can wait all day for a pretty girl! What time are you off?” he calls after her, leaning back in his seat to watch her ass as she moves on to the next table. I stride past him, knocking the legs out from under his chair as I do. There’s a loud clatter when he hits the ground and the tavern falls silent again when I grab Adelaide by her wrist and spin her around to face me. For a moment, her expression is one of surprise, but it’s quickly covered by indignation. Fiery Adelaide, ready to blame me for her running away.

      “Hands off the new barmaid, Brom. I don’t care if you are the town’s guardian. No one touches a lady in The Cocky Bull unless she wants to be touched.”

      Still gripping onto Adelaide, I turn to see Davio at the bar, glaring at me. Across from him sits Malkyn and she narrows her eyes at me.

      “This human is mine,” I growl. “She ran away. I am simply retrieving her.”

      “Ran away nothing,” Malkyn says with a roll of her eyes. “I brought her here, you oaf.”

      I loosen my grip on Adelaide’s arm and she yanks it away from me. Looking around the room, I see a dozen trolls on their feet, ready for an all-out brawl. Adelaide senses the tension.

      “It’s alright. I’m with the oaf,” she shouts, assuring them of her safety. There’re a few derisive snorts as the trolls take their seats. I can feel their eyes on me as I follow Adelaide to the bar. She moves behind it while I take a seat next to Malkyn.

      “You’ve been on your own too long, cousin, you’ve forgotten how civilized trolls are meant to behave.”

      “Cousin?” Adelaide echoes aloud. It isn’t a question as much as it is an expression of her surprise.

      “Are you shocked because I have a cousin or because trolls are civilized?”

      “I’d say both if you’re her only example of a troll,” Malkyn answers. Adelaide laughs openly, honestly, and it puts me in my place. There have been so few times I have seen her feeling anything other than anger since I claimed her as my slave. Walking in here and seeing her with the others, talking, joking, seeming so free of anguish… I feel like I’m viewing her through a window, unable to get any closer to the woman inside.

      “I thought you had run,” I tell her.

      “I told you I wouldn’t,” she replies defensively.

      “I don’t understand. Why come here?” I ask, but Adelaide is not so quick with her reply this time. Instead she looks from Davio to Malkyn nervously.

      “The girl wanted to work. What’s it to you when you left her tied like livestock in front of a shop?” Malkyn argues.

      “This one wanted to work? Is that so?” I ask, raising my brow and assessing Adelaide.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” the human demands, her brow furrowing.

      “It’s just a first is all,” I answer, feeling smart. The feeling is quickly dashed.

      “There’s a hell of a difference between work and slavery, Brom,” she counters, her voice steely.

      Silence falls on our group, the tension obvious. It’s Davio who finally breaks the quiet. “Anytime you need a job, Adelaide, you’re welcome at The Cocky Bull.”

      “Thanks,” Adelaide answers with a shy smile. “I have tips,” she says reaching into her pocket to hand them over to Davio. He pushes them back.

      “You earned them,” he says, guiding her hand back to her pocket. Though he uses guile, I notice him slip something else inside with the coins. And the “Thank you” Adelaide gives him is heavy with double meaning.

      “The coin will be a big help when I start over in Pontheugh. I left my village with nothing, so every bit means a lot to me,” she tells him.

      Before I have the chance to speak to their exchange, Davio pounds on the kitchen door. “Crum, your barmaid is leaving!” he shouts.

      “Impossible!” comes the screeching voice of the elderly chef. Seconds later, he wobbles out, leaning heavily on his cane and carrying a bowl of stew, sloshing in one hand. “You have to eat first!” he insists, shoving the bowl over to her. His gaze shoots to me. “I suppose you’ll want to eat too,” he says, as if the notion is such a great inconvenience to him.

      “I’ll get it, Crum,” Adelaide tells him, ducking into the kitchen.

      “A nice young troll finally comes in and you’re stealing her away before we even have the chance to get started. I promised to teach her my stew recipe if she’d give the kitchen a good scrub down,” he laments. Adelaide returns with a smile on her face and passes me a steaming bowl of Crum’s stew. Without a word, she takes the chef’s clouded glasses from his nose and wipes them down on her apron. Carefully, she replaces them. The old troll blinks a few times, his eyes focusing on Adelaide.

      “Eesh! I thought you were an ugly troll, but you’re just an ugly human. No worries, dear,” he says, patting her hand. “It can’t be helped. You were still one hell of a barmaid. Come back when you’re done with this one,” he says, cutting his gnarled thumb at me. He shifts his voice into a whisper. “I’ll teach you all my recipes,” he promises.   

      “Thank you, Crum. I think that’s the kindest offer I’ve ever gotten,” Adelaide tells the old one. He puffs his chest out proudly and hobbles back into the kitchen, moaning over the loss of his barmaid. Adelaide joins me on my side of the bar, pulling up a stool to eat her meal. Her short human legs don’t quite reach the ground and the soup bowl dwarfs her.

      I sit stoically as the others talk, Davio and Malkyn telling stories of Crum and his eccentricities, making Adelaide laugh. All the while I grind my teeth in anger, wondering what trick she plans next. How did she gain Davio and Malkyn’s favor? And more importantly, what did Davio slip into her pocket?
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      Adelaide

      A foreign emotion wells inside me as Brom and I leave The Cocky Bull. I feel happy. I was only there for a few hours, but it was the most comfortable I’ve been since…since before my parents.

      I could be crass in the tavern and still no one called me a bitch. No one accused me of being crazy or overly temperamental. People were even nice to me again. It’s been so very long since anyone looked at me like I was just Adelaide. Instead I’ve been the girl who broke after the death of her parents. But no one in The Cocky Bull knew me. They didn’t expect anything from me at all. They took me at face value…and even though my face didn’t look like theirs, they still treated me like I was something more.

      It makes me remorseful of any prejudice I had been harboring against trolls. A human grows up hearing so many awful things about the monsters in this wood, but maybe they’re just stories and it isn’t really all that bad.

      My hand clutches the bottle I have tucked between my breasts, ensuring its safety. I hid the salve there after I gave my apron back to Davio, still too embarrassed to tell Brom why I was working in the tavern in the first place. Beside it is a small leather pouch Davio gave me to put my coin in.

      The day is more than half gone when we near the outer edges of town. Brom has been silent and I have been deep in my thoughts, replaying some of the friendly banter from back in the bar. The sounds of the village slowly fade into the distance, until we pass through whatever magical cloak is placed on the town. Then, all is silent, save for the birds singing in the trees.

      “It’s beautiful out,” I say. “It’s hard to believe I’m walking through a cursed wood.”

      But Brom doesn’t respond. I try not to think too much about it. He told me last night that he would need all his concentration to get us to our destination. Instead, I focus on the good feelings I brought with me from the troll village and wonder what Brom is like when he isn’t playing guardian to the bridge.

      I try to picture him at Winter Festival, arriving at Malkyn’s with gifts for his family. “Is Malkyn your only family?” I ask. “Or do you have more? Any brothers or sisters?”

      But Brom is still quiet.

      “I’m an only child,” I mention. Though it still doesn’t make Brom break his concentration.

      Hours pass and I give up on talking to the sulking troll. I’m feeling hungry again, but I figure Brom will stop when he’s good and ready. Twilight will soon be upon us and surely he won’t have us walking the Perished Woods at night.  

      As if he heard my thoughts, Brom finally slows to a stop, looking at the ground and rubbing his forehead.

      “What is it?” I ask, wondering if he has a headache.

      “I’m tired of the games. I thought we were done with this, Adelaide,” he tells me, his voice strained.

      “Done with what?” I ask, confused.

      “Don’t fucking lie to me! I’m sick of it! I keep placing my trust in you, for what? So you can make a fool of me?”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask defensively.

      “I won’t ask again,” he promises.

      “I don’t know what you’re asking in the first place,” I tell him, hands on my hips. He advances on me then, with the speed of a warrior. Before I can blink, he has me backed up against a tree.

      “Brom!” I shout, but he’s digging his hand down the front of my dress. He yanks the bottle of medicine free and my coin bag comes with it, spilling the money I earned across the ground. Roughly, he releases me. I lose my footing on a root and tumble to my knees.

      “Tell me what this is!” he roars. “Is it poison? What lies did you feed Davio in order for him to give this to you?” he demands, his voice so deep and booming I can feel it shaking my core.

      The wheels in my mind spin. He saw Davio slip the bottle to me. All afternoon, this entire time we’ve been walking, he’s been stewing over it. Part of me wants to laugh. Part of me wants to respond in anger. A bigger part of me is just…embarrassed.

      Slowly, I pick up my coin. Shifting the decaying leaves covering the forest floor to ensure I get every last gold piece. Brom looms over me the whole time, his angry breath huffing from his nostrils. When I push myself to my feet, he grabs me by the elbow, hauling me up impatiently.

      “What do you have to say for yourself, Adelaide? Give me one reason why I should adhere to our deal?”

      I tried to buy myself time picking up the coin, if only to calm the emotions raging inside of me. Still, when I open my mouth, my voice cracks. I have to clear my throat before I try again, and although my voice comes out more calmly this time, my eyes betray me, welling with tears. If only I could just be angry, this wouldn’t be so hard. Embarrassment is an emotion I could live without.

      “It’s medicine,” I tell him, unable to meet his gaze. He grabs my chin roughly, forcing me to look at him. I blink and a tear cascades down my cheek.

      “Are you sick, Adelaide?” he asks, his tone vaguely mocking. I slap his hand away and my old friend anger makes an appearance. With all my might I shove Brom in that big, stupid, chest of his. He barely moves at all, so I do the next best thing and swing my fists down as hard as I can on him. It might not have much of an effect, but it makes me feel a little better.  

      “I hate you sometimes!” I yell at him. He grabs me by the waist and hugs me tightly to his body.

      “That’s funny, I thought you always hated me, Adelaide,” he says, but there’s no laugher in his voice, only spite.

      “I should!” I rage, trying to free myself from his hold. But I’m no match for him. “Instead I asked Malkyn to help me find work so I could trade a few hours for…for…”

      “For what, little one?”

      “For you! It’s medicine for you. A healing salve to help with your back, you idiot!”

      “You lie,” he says, pulling away to search my face for the truth.

      “Do you really think your cousin would help me poison you?” I ask with disdain.

      “Obviously you fed them lies. How else could you have won them over, Adelaide, if not through some kind of deception?”

      His words are like a slap to the face.

      “Gods know there’s no other way they’d ever like me,” I spit, feeling something a shade heavier than embarrassment. “Think what you want, Brom. I don’t care anymore.”

      He stares at me for a long while before pulling the cork from the bottle. He gives it a tentative sniff, then dabs a small dot out onto the back of his hand. I see instant recognition on his face. Whatever the medicine is, he’s familiar with it.

      “You got this? For me?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Why would you go to the trouble?” he asks, looking confused.

      I shrug my shoulders and shake my head. “Who knows, Brom. I sure as hell don’t.”

      He returns the cork to the bottle and attempts to hand it back to me. “Keep it,” I tell him. “Rub it on your own damn back. Or don’t, what do I care?”

      “Adelaide, I thought—”

      “What? That I’m a liar? That I manipulated all those people back there into being kind to me, because there’s no way they’d do so of their own volition?”

      “No, I didn’t mean to say that.”

      “Didn’t stop you from saying it.”

      “It’s just…you were gone when I came out of the shop and every time I think I make progress with you, you do something to show me otherwise.”

      I scoff at the troll. “My mother always warned against the pot calling the kettle black,” I counter and Brom rubs his brow in frustration.  

      “I made a mistake, Adelaide. How can I fix this?”

      “Does it even matter, Brom? We’ll just keep doing this dance, taking turns wounding one another until we finally part ways. It is what it is. We aren’t friends.”

      “What are we then?” he asks, sounding truly curious about what this thing between us even is.

      “I’m the girl who failed at being your slave and you’re the troll who’s taking me to Pontheugh, because if you don’t, we’ll probably wind up killing each other—or worse.”

      “What could be worse than that?”

      “Making each other miserable,” I tell him gravely. But my words only soften him further and he lets out a soft and rumbling chuckle.

      “You don’t make me miserable, little one.”

      “No?” I ask skeptically, my brow raised in disbelief.

      “No. You just drive me crazy.”

      At that, I have to crack a smile, but my mirth doesn’t linger for long and I hang my head in my hands, frustrated. “The feeling’s mutual,” I groan finally, my voice coming out muffled from behind my hands.
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      Brom

      Looking at Adelaide, I’m heavy with regret. She was so vibrant during our travels this afternoon. All the while I was busy assuming she was plotting something—but her only crime was happiness and I robbed her of it.

      “I made a mistake, Adelaide,” I repeat, stepping closer to her.

      “It’s done, Brom. Don’t worry about it,” she says, brushing away my concern.

      “No.” I pull her until she stands before me. Adelaide looks up into my face, her brows furrowed with her troubles. “I was unkind to you, I said things I shouldn’t have. Please, little one, accept my apology.”

      She frowns at me, considering my request. “Fine, but only because it’s late and I’m too tired to fight,” she answers flatly, trying to turn away. But I pull her back.  

      “Since you’re being so generous today, I thought I might ask one more favor of you,” I tell her, pulling a loose strand of her hair back and tucking it behind her ear.

      Ever skeptical, she waits to hear what I might ask before responding. I take the small wooden bottle that she got from Davio and press it into her palm. “Would you be so kind?”

      She laughs outright. “You’ve got some serious balls to ask me to take care of you after you were such a jerk.”

      I run my fingers through her hair, admiring it and thinking on her words. “I do have some serious balls,” I agree. “If you want, I could show you after you rub this on my back.”

      Adelaide rolls her eyes, not taking me seriously for a moment. “Very funny. You might be in a better mood, but I don’t forgive that easily.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      “Is this where we’re camping tonight?” she asks, hands on her hips.

      “It is.”

      “Tell you what, you be nice to me and maybe, maybe, I’ll rub this on your back after dinner.”

      “Then I can show you my balls?”

      “Do and you’ll get a swift kick to them,” she warns, but there’s a difference to her now. Adelaide’s voice is lighter. She’s being playful and, dare I say, enjoying our banter.  

      I give her a wicked grin, hoping I can prolong this magic. “Perhaps I like that sort of thing,” I tease.

      “You never know until you try. I could kick you now if you’re that curious,” she offers, a smart smile on her rosy lips.

      “You’re being too generous, little one. Perhaps I should offer you favors instead. If you’re going to rub me down later it’s only fair that I do something for you.”

      “Should I assume you have something in mind?”

      “If I recall correctly, you were unusually aroused by that spanking I gave you.”

      “Hah!” Adelaide laughs, swatting at me. “Your memory fails you, sir!”

      “Oh that’s right…I was the one who was aroused. Okay, how about this: I give you a spanking, then I’ll rub some of this hard-earned cream on that milky white ass of yours,” I say, pretending to reach for Adelaide’s backside. She squeals, backing away from me, but her smile is undeniable.

      “You’re crazy!” she laughs.

      “But you’re smiling, so I’ll consider it a win.”

      Adelaide’s expression sobers, but the smile remains. “Is that what you’re trying to do, cheer me up?”

      “I’m trying to set things right. And perhaps trying to prove you wrong as well.”

      “Prove me wrong?” she asks, surprised and chuckling over my admission.

      “I think we can be friends, Adelaide.”

      “It would take big balls to be friends with a girl like me,” she warns lightheartedly.

      “Back to my balls again? You’re in luck. Trolls have huge balls. Huge cocks too, coincidentally. That’s another thing I could show you later, if you like?”

      “Oh Gods, this again!” she laughs.

      “Adelaide, I could do this all night long.”
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      Adelaide

      I was furious with Brom earlier. I had one shining moment this afternoon. One. After a year of darkness and Brom shit all over it. Accusing me of plotting to poison him and manipulating his friends back in the troll village. What hurt the most was the fact that he had such a hard time believing those people back there liked me. It made me question if they really liked me.

      And the strange thing is…I wanted them to.

      I know they were trolls, but it was so refreshing to be in a place where no one knew me and no one had any expectations about who I am or how I should act. I’m not the simpering young woman I was before my parents died and I’m not the woman who was trapped in her grief for so long. I am changed. I’m not as sweet as I used to be—thank the Gods for that—but the patrons of The Cocky Bull didn’t seem to mind one bit. They actually seemed to like me for who I am. At least, I thought they did.

      I shake away my heavy thoughts, telling myself I’m overthinking things.

      Anyway, Brom has made up for his behavior…in his own way, I guess. We’ve been bickering all evening, but not in the way we did when he tried making me his slave. There’s less at stake now that he’s offered to release me. I don’t feel the need to consider him my mortal enemy anymore. As a matter of fact, he’s the closest thing I’ve had to a friend for a long time. Though I’d never admit that to him.

      But all this verbal sparring, I think it’s his way of connecting to me and for whatever reason…it works.

      “Why does your people’s village have a cloaking spell around it?” I ask as we sit beside the small fire Brom built for us, eating our dinner.

      “Too many travelers were making their way to The Cocky Bull. Started to give the place a bad name.”

      “Really?” I ask, surprised. “Seems like a lot of trouble just to keep your tavern for locals only.”

      “Well, it was mostly humans coming in and you know how they can be.”

      “How’s that?”

      “All the fighting, explosions, and raucous spankings started to become a real problem—”

      “You’re teasing me, aren’t you? Very funny. You could just not answer if you don’t want me to know,” I chide, but my heart isn’t in it the way it used to be, and even though I roll my eyes I’m still smiling.  

      “I am teasing you,” he confirms casually, moving closer to me to offer his water skin.

      “Thanks,” I say, my fingertips grazing his as I accept the drink.

      “It is the Perished Woods; dangerous things come and go from here like the tide. We cloak the village to keep it safe from beasts or raiders.”

      “Raiders? Who in their right mind would raid a troll village?”

      “No one in their right mind,” he says pointedly, and I tuck my legs closer to myself, fearing the mad and unknown beings that might be lurking in the dark.

      “You’re safe with me, little one,” he reminds me, tugging at a lock of my hair. In my mind I can still picture the way Brom lifted that orc away from me, tossing him like a ragdoll into a tree.

      “I know,” I say quietly. Silence falls between us and I stare into the fire.

      “Then what troubles you?” Brom asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “If the Perished Woods are so dangerous, why bother living in them? Why not just move your village to a place beyond the trees?”

      “That would not be a simple undertaking,” he says, releasing a long breath of air.

      “Still, it would be safer, wouldn’t it?”

      Brom sits there, looking into the fire. His expression tells me he has something to say, but perhaps thinks better of it.

      “What?” I ask, wanting to hear more.

      “If my people went to Willowbend or on to Pontheugh, do you really think we would be welcomed there?” he asks finally.

      I don’t have to think about it. I know the answer as well as he does. He’s a troll and trolls are monsters. They have no place in a man’s village.

      “If people got to know you…” I start, but then I trail off. I’m not that naïve. “Brom, why was everyone so nice to me in your village? You’d think they’d want to turn the tables on me—treat me like the monster.”

      “No doubt some would. You had Malkyn with you today, that made a difference. And Davio’s place runs a certain way. No one would mess with you there.”

      “And you.”

      “Hmm?”

      “And I had you, people saw you parading me around. I noticed the way everyone seemed to know you, Brom. You are the town’s golden boy.”

      He scoffs at my description. “I have a coveted job. That is why people know me.”

      “And how did you get that job?”

      He turns away from the fire to look me deep in my eyes. “It took a huge cock and an even bigger set of balls,” he says, his eyes lighting with mischief.

      “Gods, you’re the worst. You know that, right? You were probably exiled to live under that awful bridge,” I tease.

      “It’s a beautiful bridge!” he defends. “The history, the craftsmanship…you’d have to be blind not to admire it,” he says, playing with the tips of my hair. It’s something he does often and while I hate to admit it, I find the intimate gesture comforting.

      “I suppose I might be biased; my first encounter with it wasn’t the most pleasant,” I concede.

      “I could always take you back for a second look if you’ve changed your mind about a life of slavery,” he offers.

      “Hmm, tempting, but I’ll have to pass.”

      “That’s a shame, in some ways I think I might miss you, little one.”

      “Have you considered being my slave instead?” I propose.

      “As if I’m not on the verge of being your slave as it is,” Brom huffs quietly.

      “Yes, it’s hard to miss what a subservient troll you are,” I tell him sarcastically. Brom’s demeanor changes at that. I can’t help but feel like I said the wrong thing. And sure enough, he closes what little distance is still between us. Slowly, gently, he wraps my hair around his fist, inching my face closer to his. My heart races in my chest…yet…I’m not scared in the least.

      “If I wanted to, I could own you, Adelaide, I could keep you in my lair and never let you go. I could do anything I wished to you.” He leans in, smelling my neck and I gasp in surprise, but he pulls away again to stare at me. “I could make you do things to me too,” he says, his gaze locked onto mine and his ferocious face only inches away. His yellow eyes bore into me and I can’t help but tremble at the sight of him. When we talk, I forget I’m dealing with a beast, but face to face like this, there’s no denying Brom’s a monster. Some sick and warped part of me finds the notion thrilling.

      “Instead I have given you your freedom,” he continues, “forfeiting my claim on you. And after you replace the items you damaged in my home, I will shepherd you all the way to Pontheugh. Does that truly sound like a fair deal to you?”

      It doesn’t and Brom’s sudden generosity leaves me strangely curious. “Why…?” Is the only word I can manage to get out—my heart is pounding too wildly in my chest and my mind can’t find a plausible reason for my body’s reaction. I assure myself I’m not turned on by this troll.

      “That’s my secret, but I’d gladly trade it to you for one of your own,” he answers, grinning at me, his fangs glistening in the firelight. I’m too surprised by the feelings I’m having to respond. A crazy thought strikes me and I wonder for a moment if they were right about me all along. I am mad. Because more than anything in the world, I want to lean in and kiss Brom. As wrong as it is, something about it feels so right. Hells, it almost seems as if I can already taste him on my lips—like vanilla and spice. I imagine the rough caress of his mouth on mine and how it might feel to have someone so big, monstrous, and strong wanting me too. He’s nothing like the boys that were back in my village…no, Brom is a beast…a true force of nature.

      But I remind myself he’s just playing with me, goading me into being more cheerful. I clear my throat and break the intensity of our locked gazes. “It’s late,” I tell him.

      And just like that, the spell is broken. He releases my hair and rises to his feet. “There’s a mat you can sleep on, I’ll set it out—” he begins.

      “Wait,” I say, grabbing his heavy hand in mine. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I pull the medicine bottle from between my breasts.

      “You don’t have to,” he tells me.

      “No, a deal’s a deal. You were pleasant company all evening. I can do this for you.”

      Brom turns, showing me his back and the scabbing wounds scattered across it. But he’s the size of a building compared to me, I’ll never be able to reach his shoulders.

      “You’re going to have to get on your knees,” I tell him.

      Slowly, he lowers himself to the ground, looking over his shoulder at me. His grin is sly. “It’s hard to believe there was ever any question over who was the slave and who was the master.”

      “To be fair, you’d make a much more agreeable slave than I ever did.”

      “I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or—” He stops short, his words morphing into a groan as I massage the medicinal salve onto his back.
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      Brom

      I make up a bed for Adelaide, planting myself next to it to guard over her while she sleeps. Very quickly she falls silent. It has been a long day and I’m sure she will sleep deeply after the trek we made.

      I replay the evening’s conversation in my mind, smiling over our verbal sparring and the way Adelaide never shies away, no matter what ridiculous things I say. It is a refreshing trait in a woman. Not that Sorya was ever a shy thing, but the fae have a different way of thinking about the world. No, Adelaide is a much better fit for me…as far as conversations go, that is.

      Our campfire fire burns low, crackling every now and then, sending embers twirling in the air. In the distance I can see small flickers of light, mirroring the movement, but I pay them no mind…lest they begin to focus on me. Will-o’-wisps. They can be dangerous if allowed to be.

      Instead I busy myself, focusing on sharpening my blade. I lose myself in the task, not wanting to think too much on the future and what will come after we leave the witch in Briarmere. The sounds of the Perished Woods filter in and out of my consciousness—the howling of wolves, the occasional screech of an owl—but nothing is near enough to cause me any concern. It isn’t until I hear a sound not so different from the murmur of voices that I still the work on my blade. The whispers draw nearer and I scan our surroundings. Dozens of small slivers of light begin to encircle our camp and more come pouring from the shadows.

      The will-o’-wisps are approaching.

      “Adelaide?” I say in a hushed voice.

      She sits up next to me. “Brom…what’s going on?” Apprehension laces Adelaide’s voice at the sight of the will-o’-wisps surrounding us.

      I clench my teeth, silently abasing myself. I should have warned her. I thought she was asleep, otherwise I would have…but all this time the girl has been awake, looking out into the night, watching the wisps. And in turn, they have been gazing into her.

      “Fuck. Adelaide, close your eyes!” I tell her, hoping it isn’t too late. For once, she listens, clenching her eyes shut.

      “Brom?” she calls to me, her voice fearful and wavering. I jump to my feet and grab a log from the fire. Sensing my movement, she rises, wanting to follow me.

      “Stay where you are, Adelaide, and do not open your eyes. They’re will-o’-wisps. Did your parents ever warn you of them?”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head.

      I take the log, the end of it flaming, and swing it at the phantom lights. They vanish like the ghosts that they are only to pop up again a short distance away. I swing at them again and again, keeping them at bay, but their whispers get louder.

      “Brom!” Adelaide screams for me, her hands reaching blindly into the night. I hurry to her side and pull her close, holding up the fire in warning to the wisps. She clings to me as if her life depends on it, burying her face against my chest. “What are they?” she cries.

      “The wisps, they will try and poison your mind and confuse you. They lure travelers into the woods until they are lost. If you stare at them for too long they can get into your mind and learn how to ensnare you. Adelaide, whatever you do, do not listen to them. They will feed you lies, all the lies you wish to hear the most, but they are not to be trusted, Adelaide. Do you hear me?”

      Adelaide looks up at me then, her gaze intense. “You won’t let them take me.”

      “I won’t, but they don’t know that yet, little one. They’re still going to try.” At that same moment Adelaide gets a far off look in her eyes and her brow furrows. Then, despite her fear from only a moment ago, she gazes out into the night.

      I grab her chin, struggling to hold up the burning log and keep Adelaide in my embrace. “Do not look at them!” I remind her. The fog in her eyes clears and she nods her head with resolve, but already I can feel her grip on me loosening. It’s as if she cannot maintain her focus.

      “What are they saying?” she asks.

      “It doesn’t matter, Adelaide, everything they say will be lies.”

      “Can you hear them?” she questions, as if she did not comprehend my warning. I can hear the wisps, just not in the way she does. What meets my ears is only a shadow of their voices, indecipherable whispers in the night. It’s Adelaide they’re calling to. Her arms fall to her sides as she releases me.

      “Damn it, Adelaide!” I bellow. The wisps edge nearer, encircling us, and I swing the fiery log at them to keep them from coming any closer. With my free hand I clutch Adelaide by her waist, but she is pulling away from me, a confused look in her eyes. I grab her by the wrist, locking onto her more firmly.

      “Wait, Brom…I think they’re trying to tell me something important,” she insists.

      “By the Gods, Adelaide, what did I just say? Don’t listen to them!”

      “Just let me try, Brom,” she insists. “I don’t think you understand. They sound urgent…it’s like they need my help…” She trails off, looking out at the wisps. I can feel the tension in her arm slowly increasing. She’s trying to pull away from me.

      “Gods…” I mumble. I grab onto Adelaide and hoist her over one shoulder before I turn to the wisps.

      “LEAVE HERE!” I bellow into the night. “I will not let you take this girl, she belongs to me!”

      Adelaide begins to struggle, wriggling in an effort to drop off of my shoulder. I cast a harried glance over the wisps. They seem to remain just beyond the dimming light of our fire. It gives me an idea and I toss the log I hold back into the flames and quickly gather up the wood pile I had planned to feed to the fire throughout the rest of the night. I add it all at once.

      Sparks fly up and fresh smoke begins to curl. From the embers new flames appear. I scoop up every branch and stick I can find, building it up until it is an inferno. Fire licks the sky and the wisps edge backward.

      Feeling protected, I pull Adelaide down and place her before me, gripping her shoulders and searching her eyes. They’re wide with fear and confusion and though I’m looking at her, she seems to be looking right through me. Her lips move, but no words come out.

      “Adelaide. Adelaide!” I call to her and she blinks, coming back to me for a moment.

      “Brom, who is that?” she asks. “It sounds familiar, doesn’t it? It’s just so quiet…if only I could get a little closer, I could hear—”

      “You will not leave my side, little one. I won’t let them take you, remember?”

      “No one’s taking me anywhere,” she tells me, placing her hands on her hips. For a moment I confuse it with lucidity. Then she continues. “I have to go to them,” she explains.

      I rub one hand over my face, growling in frustration, but I don’t dare release my hold on Adelaide. When I look back at her, she’s gazing through me again, cocking her head to the side in an effort to hear the poison the wisps are trying to spill into her mind.  

      Just when I think things cannot get any worse, Adelaide’s pupils dilate and her mouth drops into an O of horror.

      “Adelaide, listen to me,” I say forcefully, trying to remind her of the danger she is in. But she hushes me, swatting at my chest with her ineffectual human hands. Cocking her head to the side, she’s desperate to hear the wisps.

      “It’s the cart!” she exclaims suddenly. “It’s gone off the road!” With that she tries to rip free from my grasp as if she plans on running out into the night. But there’s no way she can escape my hold.

      “Adelaide, there is no cart. You are in the Perished Woods,” I tell her, knowing exactly what cart she speaks of. This was my fear, that it would come back to this. When she was trapped under the sleeping curse it was the same thing. Anytime she would whisper her fears it would be about her parents’ cart rolling and them being crushed and suffocated in the mud.  

      “You don’t understand,” she cries, desperate. “You can’t hear them like I can!”

      “There is nothing out there,” I tell her gently.

      “You’re just like the rest of them!” she screams, bucking to escape my hold. “No one would help! No one!”

      Without warning she stomps heavily on the top of my foot, I lean forward, wincing in pain, and she takes the opportunity to deliver a knee to my groin. My hold on her fails and she tries to dart away. But I will always be too quick for her.

      I snatch her into my arms and lift her off the ground, locking her into a bear hug. Her own arms are pinned to her sides and she kicks frantically in an effort to escape. “You’re killing them!” she wails.

      “They’re already gone, little one. Your parents are long gone. There is nothing out there for you.”

      “No! You’re lying!” she says, refusing to give up on the wisps’ deception. “Listen, Brom! Listen! They’re calling me!” Adelaide sobs, letting her head drop into the crook of my neck.

      “The will-o’-wisps will be gone come morning, you will see things more clearly then,” I promise her.

      “You don’t understand,” she tells me, her voice heavy with a despair deeper than anything I have ever seen or felt. It pains me to my core.

      Watching Adelaide under the sleeping curse was as much of a nightmare for me as it was for her. But to see her like this…it is as if her nightmare has come to life.

      I think back on what helped her when she was the most restless…on all the things that gave her peace.

      I run a hand through her ruby hair. I want to say all the same comforting things I said to her when she was sleeping, only embarrassment makes me bite my tongue. But Adelaide trembles against me, her sobs racking her body and it makes me swallow my pride.

      “I’m here, little one. Everything will be alright, I promise you this.” I repeat this over and over again, all the while caressing her hair.

      Slowly, her sobs begin to diminish and she pulls away, just enough to look at me. “Brom…it’s not true, is it? It isn’t really them?” she asks. The look on her face is so stricken I almost hate to give her the truth.

      “It’s just you and me here, Adelaide. No one else.” When I look into those tearful, green eyes of hers I can see she’s desperately clinging to reality. Around us, the wisps flare and flicker, trying to ebb closer. The whispers coming from the flames rise into a low murmur and Adelaide winces. When she closes her eyes, big, wet tears fall down her cheeks. She presses her forehead to mine.

      “There’s something out there, Brom,” she tells me fretfully. There is a change in her now. She no longer seems drawn to the whispers, instead she seems frightened of them.    

      “No, little one. It is only the wisps and they cannot harm you.”

      “Brom, I can hear them! I’m scared. If I open my eyes I know what I’ll see…I know who I’ll see—” She breaks off, sobbing again. “Make it stop,” she begs. “I can’t do this again. Please, make it stop.”

      I search myself. I’d do anything to help her in this moment, to bring Adelaide peace…and there’s only one last thing I can think of.

      I close the distance between us and claim her lips in a kiss. She isn’t shocked. She doesn’t pull away or fight me. Instead, she dives in, hungry for comfort and willing to find it in anything—even a monster like me.

      Her hands find my cheeks and, true to everything we do, we fight each other for control of the kiss. I bury my hands in her hair while she bites at my lips. The gasps of air Adelaide pulls in are as frantic and needy as her caresses. I groan over the desperate sounds she makes. They’re enough to drive me mad, but this kiss is for her, to ground her to reality. She might hate me after it’s done. I wouldn’t be surprised if she slapped me and called me out for the monster that I am. Still…I’d do anything for Adelaide.

      It isn’t until our frantic kiss begins to slow and Adelaide pulls away that I realize the wisps have grown silent. She looks into my eyes, her expression concerned but not angry. “I’m afraid to look,” she confesses and I know she’s talking about the wisps.

      “Don’t,” I command. “Only look at me, little one.”

      “We’re just supposed to stare at each other all night?” she asks skeptically, still only inches from my face.

      Carefully, I lower us to the ground. Adelaide’s legs wrap themselves around my waist and we sit facing one another.

      “Talk to me,” I tell her. “Focus only on me.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “Everything.”
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      Adelaide

      Dawn is near, I can tell by the slow brightening of the world around us. I’m still too scared to look at anything besides Brom, lest the will-o’-wisps call to me again. Though I’m tired, I fight sleep, fearful even of what my dreams might bring. So, I lean my forehead against Brom’s nose and allow my eyelids to remain shut. They’re too heavy to keep open at this point. We stayed up all night together like this, just talking. We must have covered every topic under the sun…everything except that kiss.

      It’s been so long since I’ve been kissed, but there was something strangely familiar about locking lips with Brom. The feel of his strong hands on my body, the tightness of his embrace, the taste of vanilla lingering between us…it all makes me feel as if there’s something on the edge of my consciousness that I can’t quite recall.  

      “Will you teach your own children how to fish?” he asks.

      “I hadn’t given it much thought. I mean, I suppose I used to…when I was young and stupid and thought the best thing I could do with my life was get married. But now I don’t know.”

      “What’s changed?”

      I laugh. “I can hardly imagine myself married at this point. Who would even want me?”

      “Don’t say that,” Brom reprimands.

      “Why? It’s the truth.”

      “No, it’s bullshit you’ve gotten into your head because you lived in a town filled with simple-minded fools. There’s a big world out there, Adelaide. You’ll meet the right person for you. One day you’ll have a home filled with little redheaded babies and you can put fishing poles in their hands as soon as they can walk.”

      I smile at the image, but oddly enough I don’t picture my babies running around barefoot in a house in Pontheugh. I picture Brom’s lair. I sigh and nuzzle into him, chalking it up to the comfort I’ve found in our oddly matched alliance.

      “Or you can let their father teach them,” Brom adds.

      I scoff. “If I wanted it done wrong, I would.”

      Brom laughs, low and rumbling. There have been times when that laugh has sounded so snide and sinister. But now, it only sounds relaxed and content. I like the change. “You’re awfully full of yourself for being such a little thing.”

      “Let’s just be honest here, there’s no way I’m ever going to find a man who’s better at fishing than me.”

      “Ah well, there’s your problem. You’re doing yourself a disservice if you plan on marrying a man. Humans are such a dull and impotent race,” he tells me, his voice teasing. “Trolls, on the other hand…”

      “Humans are dull?” I challenge.

      “All except for redheaded ones named Adelaide, yes.”

      “Well, then the question is how does a girl get a troll to propose?”

      “A troll would never propose,” Brom says, his voice mocking reprimand.

      “Is that so? What would you do instead?” I question.

      “Me? I would simply drag you to my lair and hogtie you until you surrendered yourself to me.”

      “What a clever plan,” I tell him sarcastically. “Because that worked out so well for you last time.”

      “It may not have worked, but damn if the view wasn’t a pleasant one,” he says, giving a playful tug to the front of my dress, reminding me of the gaping neckline.

      For a moment I forget myself. I forget how deep we have trekked into the Perished Woods and the terrors that filled the night. Instead all I can feel is Brom’s masculine body holding me, a dangerous mixture of strength and tenderness, and for the first time in longer than I can recall…I feel sexy, maybe even a little aroused. I open my eyes to study him, only to find his own gaze searching my face. He runs one of his strong hands through my hair, something he does often, unconsciously offering me a comforting caress. Somewhere in the distance a bird begins to chirp and another answers its call. Morning is here.

      “It is time to go, Adelaide,” Brom says suddenly, surprising me. I’m not ready to step out of this safe little bubble we’re in, but the troll has plans. “There’s an inn ahead. It’s a long distance, but I want you to sleep in a bed tonight. Hell, I want to sleep in a bed tonight.”

      “A bed does sound nice,” I agree. Then I blink a few times, registering his statement. “Brom, we’re in the Perished Woods, traveling deeper into its core. Who would run an inn in a place like this?”

      A low growl escapes him, seeming almost involuntary.

      “Goblins,” he answers.
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      Brom

      With great reluctance, I release Adelaide and rise so that I may pack up our camp. The fire I built up last night to keep the will-o’-wisps away still crackles and burns and I throw dirt on it to quell the last of its flames. Adelaide lingers close to my side as I roll up the sleeping mat and offer her a few traveling biscuits for her breakfast.

      “We need to cover a lot of ground. We’ll have to eat as we walk,” I tell her. She nods in response, her expression looking determined. “You must be tired, little one. Are you sure you’re up for this?” I ask.

      She runs her fingers through her hair and straightens her dress. “Despite our recent adventures, I’m usually a real tough bitch, Brom.”

      “That fact hasn’t escaped me,” I laugh.

      “Good. Then lead the way,” Adelaide commands.

      The morning is new as we begin to walk and mist clings to the ground. Adelaide puts on a brave face, but jumps at the slightest of sounds coming from the forest, her ordeal from last night likely still fresh in her mind.

      “You believed you could save your parents last night, when the wisps took hold of you?”

      She nods. “At first.”

      “And what came next?”

      “After that I think the wisps grew angry with me for not following their call. Then I could hear—” Adelaide clears her throat and forces the words out. “I could hear my parents lost out there. I knew they were dead, but I was sure they were wandering the woods. I wanted to go to them, to help them, but it was frightening…like it was them, but still not. I know how crazy that sounds, but it felt so real in the moment.”

      “The wisps are dangerous in that way. They cannot cause you physical harm, but they can poison your mind until you’re beyond reason, then they lead you into the woods.”

      “What happens after that?”

      “No one knows. Once a person follows a wisp they are lost forever.”

      “Brom, I just want to say I owe you my gratitude for…everything you did last night,” she tells me. And while I don’t know if she’s thinking of our kiss when she says it, I know I am.

      “I should have warned you earlier of the things we might encounter. Tell me, little one, which of the Perished Woods beasts are you familiar with?”

      “I’ve heard of fae, trolls, and goblins of course. Centaurs and witches too…”

      “Werewolves?”

      “Yes, I’ve heard of them.”

      “Gollums, gargoyles, orcs?”

      “Obviously I’m no stranger to orcs and I’ve heard of gargoyles as well. But I admit, there are a few I don’t know much about. Like gollums and goblins. And the information I do have…well, I’m afraid a lot of it is just stories.”

      “I will have to school you regarding the goblins before we arrive at the inn,” I tell her. “Are there any other creatures you know of?”

      “No,” she tells me. I shake my head in dismay. Her lack of knowledge regarding this part of the world is concerning.

      “We could come across anything out here Adelaide—cyclopes, basilisks, satyrs, banshees. There are all manners of animals that should not exist and yet they do. This is the place they have chosen to make their home, like the manticores and chimeras.”

      “And those are just the things people know of. Many believe there are other creatures that have remained hidden for centuries. One wrong turn and we could find ourselves face to face with some unknown beast. I myself have come across massive webs, large enough to ensnare a troll. Though I have yet to discover the builder.”

      Adelaide whimpers at the laundry list of dangers I provide and she hugs herself tightly, her expression apprehensive. A sudden breeze filters in through the trees and the mist clears away, exposing roots twisting up from the ground. They look eerily like hands reaching for anyone who might pass. Adelaide inches closer to me, linking her fingers with mine as we continue along the neglected path. I try to focus on the forest around us rather than the way such a simple touch makes the blood pound in my ears.

      “There is also the wandering dead to worry about,” I tell her, “and the wild men who hunt these woods.”

      “I’ve heard of the dead, but what do you mean by wild men?”

      “Humans, or nearly so. Warped by generations of life in this cursed place. I’ve come across them before. Nothing more than rapists and pillagers like the orcs. They’re vicious and nomadic. If you see anything that looks like a man out here, Adelaide, don’t trust it.”

      She nods, taking in the severity of what I tell her.

      “As for the goblins…” I trail off, thinking on how best to describe the dangers surrounding them while Adelaide watches me with grave concern. “It is very important that you don’t fuck them and definitely don’t suck on their cocks.”

      Adelaide stops in her tracks and her mouth falls open. Her lips move, as if trying to figure out what to say in response.

      “Goblins are ugly things, no bigger than your hip perhaps, but that does not stop human women. Hells, even the fae have been known to fuck a goblin,” I explain.

      Adelaide shakes her head in disbelief. “Brom, of all the things you might need to warn me about, I hardly think this is one of them.”

      “So you say. Still, it’s important you know, in case any of them try to lure you—”

      Adelaide interrupts me with a scoff, disbelief worn plainly on her face.

      “You might not understand because you’re a virgin,” I tell her. I’m met with a shrill and short-lived laugh, but I press on, not wanting to make Adelaide linger in any unnecessary discomfort during a discussion that is sure to be frank.

      “You see, when a male is aroused and his cock is stimulated, there’s a fluid that comes forth. This is called cum,” I explain, feeling awkward about having this discussion in such a clinical manner. While I could talk to Adelaide about my own cock and cum all day, describing the goblins in this way feels emphatically wrong. As I go on, her face begins to lose its color, doing nothing to ease my nerves. Still, it is important she understands.

      “Females are drawn to goblin cum, especially humans. Its effect is like a drug. Imagine the confusion you felt last night over the wisps? A goblin’s cum can make a woman lose her mind for the rest of her life. I have heard stories of women starving to death or dying of thirst because only goblin cum makes them feel sated. Come in contact with it and you will be a shell of your former self.”

      “Scary. Still, I can’t imagine that being a problem for us, Brom.”

      “Let’s hope not. I’d hate to murder an entire inn’s worth of goblins. It wouldn’t be hard, but still…messy work.”

      Adelaide smiles up at me, still gripping my hand.

      “What?” I question.

      “You know, for a troll you’re a real knight in shining armor.”

      “You’ve made that joke before,” I remind her.

      “Maybe I’m a little bit serious this time,” she says with a shrug, leaving me feeling like the conversation was a success.
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      Adelaide

      We’ve had no breaks today; all of our eating and drinking has been done on the move. I’m dog tired, particularly because of our lack of sleep last night. The only thing that keeps my legs moving is the fact that the sun ducks low in the sky. Soon it will be dusk, followed by dark, followed by will-o’-wisps.

      Lingering in the back of my mind is the understanding that every step we take brings us closer to the witch. I have no idea how she will react once she learns I am not a virgin. Still, there must be something of value that I can offer her. But it’s hard to focus on that looming problem when there are so many others facing us in this moment. This is a game of survival, I’ll just have to cross each bridge once I get to it…and hope there are no surprises hiding underneath.

      “It won’t be long. Still, it will be dark before we arrive,” Brom tells me, speaking to my fears. I groan in dismay.

      “You will be safe, Adelaide. Just keep your eyes on the ground and they won’t be able to force a connection with you.”

      I nod but otherwise offer no response. I’m scared now. I’ll be even more scared come dark. There’s no reason to waste my breath telling Brom what he already knows. But he still frets over my silence.

      “If it would make you feel better, I could carry you,” he offers. I blink up at him in surprise. “You don’t have to be proud, little one.”

      “I’ll let you know once it gets dark.” The idea of being carried through the Perished Woods is a tad embarrassing, but I’m grateful for the offer and I let a shy smile peek out. Brom squeezes my hand in comfort and I feel the tension in my chest easing.

      “Do you want to stop for a quick meal?” he asks.

      “I’d rather keep moving until we’re safe at the inn.”

      He nods in agreement.

      “Looking forward to that bed?” I question, trying to keep my mood light with a little conversation.

      “And a meal,” he answers wistfully. “I think they might even have a bathing tub in the room,” he adds, cutting his eyes to me and waiting for a reaction.

      “Gods,” I breathe out with longing. “Let’s walk faster.”

      Brom rumbles with laughter.

      “Is it a hot bath?”

      “It is.” He smiles wickedly and his answer elicits an involuntary groan from my lips.

      “That’s the first thing I’m going to do when we get there,” I declare. Without warning, Brom reaches down and scoops me up into his arms.

      “Brom! What are you doing?” I exclaim as he breaks into a jog.

      “The first thing I’m going to do when we get there is watch you take a bath. I think that warrants a little more speed.”

      I roll my eyes at the troll, but I can’t keep the smile from my lips. Both of us are laughing when he sets me back on the ground.

      “I can carry you, you know. Not just if you’re scared, but if you’re tired,” he offers, and though his tone is usually boisterous, there’s something else I detect in it now…something that almost seems shy and unsure.

      “We’re both tired, Brom, there’s no reason you should have to do extra work.”

      “I wouldn’t mind, it isn’t like you weigh anything. I’ve caught fish heavier than you, little one.”

      “Brag.”

      We stand there staring at each other with goofy smiles plastered to our faces and I feel a little silly and nervous, like a girl being courted for the first time. I can’t think of a single witty or flirtatious thing to say. Just as I’m about to open my mouth to speak, I hear something cut through the air followed by a loud thwack.

      Simultaneously, our gazes shoot to a tree next to Brom. An arrow is embedded in its trunk, the shaft and fletchings still quivering. Scarcely a second elapses before there’s another whistling in the wind, I look at Brom in time to see an arrow lodge itself into his muscled shoulder. My scream of horror is drowned out by his battle cry. Without looking at his wound, he rips the arrow from his body and blood sprays the forest floor. In a swift motion, he pulls his axe free and ushers me behind him.

      I search the direction the arrows came from. Sprinting toward us are four figures, each wielding broadswords. Their mouths are open in a rally call, but I can’t hear anything beyond the pounding of my own heart. At first I mistake them for something troll-like, due to their size alone, but it’s soon obvious that they aren’t trolls at all.

      Their faces are smeared with blood-red paint and on their necks, they wear heavy collars, decorated with bones. Behind their fearsome garb however, I can see the tone of their flesh. It isn’t so different from mine. They look human. These must be the wild men Brom warned me about.

      In a flash, Brom rushes forward to meet them and I stumble back, bracing myself against a tree. I’m terrified to watch but can’t bring myself to look away. Everything up until this moment has happened with lightning speed and now, as I wait for weapons to clash, it feels like I’m caught in eternity.

      Brom swings his axe high, winding it over his head. He handles it with such precision and still, I’m shocked when his blade slashes into the torso of the first wild man to meet him. I jolt at the savagery of it. The man crumples and the others work to encircle my troll. Brom spins his axe again and the others are on him like wolves. Metal clashes and Brom uses one powerful leg to push a wild man away. The man tumbles back onto the ground and I find myself wishing I had a blade to drive into him while he’s down, but I have nothing, so I watch in horror.

      Brom somehow twists a sword from one of the men, driving it into his partner, leaving only two. Hope flares within me and I picture the moment when the others are dead and I can dive into Brom’s arms. But the one who stumbled before jumps onto Brom’s back and I hear my troll bellow in pain. Brom throws the man, much like he did the orc once upon a time, and his bones crack against a nearby tree, leaving him lifeless. But even from my vantage point I can still see a knife protruding from my troll’s back. One thing I don’t see, however, is Brom’s axe. And as the last wild man dives for Brom a new fear rears up inside of me.

      What if he loses? What if the wild man kills him?

      The thought hadn’t occurred to me before this moment, but seeing Brom locked in a skirmish with no weapon in his hand and a blade sticking out of his back shakes the earth beneath my feet and before I have time to think I’m sprinting into the fray.

      Ahead of me, they fall to the ground, rolling. Brom lands on bottom and the wild man hovers over him, fighting to bring a knife down onto my troll. Before he has the chance, I dive onto his back, reaching around to claw at his face. It’s only a second before I’m thrown free, but my distraction served its purpose. Brom had time to recover.

      The wild man stands, his mouth snarling and his eyes a vibrant blue. He dives in my direction, but Brom’s axe stops him in midair. A scream escapes me as his body slams into the ground. I look up to see Brom standing over me. He’s covered in blood and sweat, his usually coiffed hair looks wild and disheveled, but what stands out the most is the ferocity glowing in his yellow eyes. He takes a step toward me but falls to his knees and I scramble to him, meeting him halfway.

      I reach for my troll, but he holds me at bay. “What were you thinking?” he growls, giving my shoulders a shake. I answer by closing the distance between us. I had only meant to hug him, that was my only conscious thought. But instead, when I wrap my arms around his neck, grateful for his life, my lips find his and I kiss him. It’s a desperate kiss, punctuated by sobs. Brom doesn’t miss a beat, his fingers dig into my hair and all that ferocity of his finds its way into our embrace. It’s a kiss I don’t want to end, a kiss I don’t want to think about or even question. But not all my wishes get answered, because Brom pulls away.

      “We have to go. These ones might be pack scouts, there could be more coming this way,” he warns.

      “But you’re hurt!” I protest.

      “All the more reason to not waste time here. Come on!”

      “Wait!” I shout, stopping to grab a knife discarded by one of the wild men during battle. Brom takes hold of my free hand and together we run through the ever-darkening forest. At first adrenaline fuels me, but eventually that surge of energy wears thin. Still, we press onward. Despite his injuries, Brom remains watchful of the forest around us. Night comes on quickly and our frantic hurrying keeps me from thinking for too long about the will-o’-wisps.

      When I eventually see lights ahead of us I gasp and stumble to a halt, fearful that it is the wisps I see.

      “It’s the inn,” Brom pants. I can hardly see him in the dark, but from his silhouette I can tell that his usually proud shoulders are slumped. He’s had no rest and he’s been wounded in battle. I can’t imagine how he’s been able to run all this way and still be standing.

      I look at the lights in the distance and can see the inn beginning to take shape. It’s a beacon in an otherwise dark wood, and even though I know goblins reside in this place, the lights coming from the windows seem warm and welcoming. Seeing our goal within reach elicits one last wave of energy. I hope it’s enough to get me through the door.

      I tuck the knife I’ve been gripping tightly into the belted waist of my dress. “Come on, we’re almost there,” I encourage.

      “Wait,” Brom says, sounding winded. He reaches into his pack. Pulling out a dark cloak, he fastens it around me and pulls the hood over my head. “Put these on too.” He hands me a long pair of gloves and I tug them on hastily. They aren’t the best fit, but it doesn’t matter. All I can think of is getting inside that building.

      “Keep those on when we’re around the goblins,” Brom commands.  

      I nod and wrap my arm around my troll’s waist to help support him. Together, we limp the remainder of the path and it opens into a wide clearing. To the right of the inn is a small barn, the scents and sounds of livestock are distinct in the air. The inn itself is a rather plain, double level building. There’s no one outside, but inside I can hear people talking and going about their business. If Brom hadn’t warned me that this establishment was run by goblins, I could imagine an inn like this in any human village.

      We hobble to the door and already I feel a thousand times safer. There’s nothing like a little bit of civilization to give one a sense of security in an otherwise cursed wood. Brom uses a heavy hand to knock the door open. It swings wide and bangs loudly against the wall. Still side by side and supporting my troll, we struggle to fit through the doorway. Neither of us lets go. And just as we get inside the door, I see my first goblin.

      Though he sits upon a high stool I can tell he isn’t much taller than my hips. He’s got a bald head and long pointed ears. His skin reminds me of a raisin, brownish and wrinkled, and his nose is like a sausage. The little man wears a permanent scowl on his grotesque face and though Brom and I are obviously in need of aid, the goblin makes no effort to move upon our ragged entrance.

      “We need a room,” Brom tells him.

      “We need more than that,” I cut in. “He’s been injured. Do you have anything that can help his wounds?” Finally we seem to have piqued the goblin’s attention. He slides off his chair and moves toward us.

      His body disgusts me. His limbs are wiry and his belly is fat and protruding. Something about his posture reminds me of a scavenger bird. He’s barefoot and the only article of clothing he wears is a pair of poorly tailored leather pants, worn from use.

      He eyes Brom’s body, looking up at the holes left in him by blade and arrow. When he’s done, he turns to me and I pull my cloak tighter around my shoulders. “What are you willing to trade?” he asks, the sneer on his face makes my skin crawl.

      “Just the room,” Brom growls.

      “Let me check my books,” the goblin replies, harrumphing, and heading back over to his perch.  

      There’s a water bucket near the door and Brom releases me to splash some of the cool liquid over his face. Without him by my side I feel naked and exposed. Still, I venture for bravery.

      “I have coin,” I say in a hushed voice, shoving my little pouch over to the goblin. He takes it discreetly before Brom has a chance to turn back. It’s all I have in the world, but if I can use it to help Brom then it’s a price worth paying.

      “Follow me, I’ll stitch those wounds for you while we’re at it, Troll,” the goblin grumbles.  

      To the left of the entrance is the tavern and I can hear more goblins inside, but the inn master takes us to the right, leading us up a staircase. At the top we follow the hall until the inn master swings a door wide and beckons us inside.

      It’s a good room. Not at all what I was expecting to find in the depths of the Perished Woods. It’s equipped with a large bed. The linens look clean and the pillows soft and inviting. Along the far wall is a hearth and already there is a fire crackling within it. And, just as Brom promised, there’s a large wooden tub sitting before the fire.

      Brom tosses his pack and axe to the floor. They clatter loudly, causing me to startle. I’m still on edge from our ordeal.

      “Sit,” the goblin orders, and Brom moves to the edge of the bed while the goblin produces a small case. I hover nearby, hand on the hilt of my knife as I watch the little monster work. Brom’s face is firm and stoic; his eyes lock on to me and never look away. Despite the work being done to his wounds, he doesn’t flinch once.

      The goblin works quickly and seemingly without concern. I gasp when I see the rough stitches he is drawing across Brom’s flesh. “Careful!” I hiss at him.

      “Give me a reason to be, girl,” the goblin shoots back at me, flashing his short and pointed teeth in my direction. I swear I can smell the rot in them.

      Brom reaches out swiftly, wrapping one great hand around the goblin’s thin neck. “She belongs to me,” he growls, his voice laden with warning. The goblin grimaces but says nothing further, so Brom releases him so that he may continue his work. To my dismay, the rest of his stitching efforts are even worse than his earlier ones and I want to kick myself for ever saying anything at all to such a wretched little creature.

      The goblin’s work is short and he turns to leave without another word to us. Once the door closes, I hurry to secure the latch before turning to Brom.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, looking him over. His appearance is even more rugged and fierce than it normally is. And despite everything that’s going on, my mind is on the kisses we’ve shared. While I’m not ready to talk about them, I’m glad to be alone with my troll.

      “I am tired,” he admits, his eyes looking heavy.

      “Me too.” I eye a pitcher and wash basin near the door and go to it. Wetting a small towel, I bring it to Brom. Wordlessly I wipe down his torso and arms, rinsing him free of blood, sweat, and grime. My fingers graze his thick and leathery skin and I’m grateful he’s such a hardened creature, otherwise the damage would be much worse than it already is.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks me. I look up to see his eyes have never left me.

      “Yes, but I’d rather just sleep to be honest.”

      He groans in agreement. We’ve been up for two days straight and the both of us are worn thin. “Come to bed then,” he tells me.

      I nod and move to the other side of the bed, blowing out the candles in the room as I go. I can hear Brom removing his loincloth, but I don’t look over as he does. Instead I remove my cloak, gloves, and dress, leaving only my thin underdress on. I avert my eyes until I hear Brom’s weight return to the bed, then I pull the covers back and climb in. I hardly have the chance to rest my head on the pillow before Brom grabs me roughly by the waist and slides me over to him, tucking me against his side and draping a heavy arm over me.

      I relish the contact. I wouldn’t have initiated it on my own, but gods how I needed Brom’s touch. In the safety of our room, locked in my troll’s embrace, the weight of the day seeps in. Brom could have been killed and I’m shocked at how grateful I am that he wasn’t. And not just because I could have been kidnapped and raped by the wild men. Somehow or another I’ve grown attached to the troll. He truly is my only friend in the world.

      Though friends don’t typically kiss the way we do.
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      Brom

      I sleep easy in our bed at the goblin inn knowing Adelaide is safe and in my arms. But she nearly causes a heart attack in me in the early light of dawn when she sits up abruptly with a gasp.

      With a blade in hand I shoot from the bed, stark naked. “What is it?” I growl, ready for any type of ambush.

      Adelaide’s eyes flash to my naked body and she claps her hands over her eyes. “I forgot to rub the medicine on your back last night,” she frets.

      “Is that all?” I groan, crawling back into the bed and throwing a possessive arm over my woman. “It’s too early in the day for you to startle me like that, little one. Go back to sleep,” I urge, but Adelaide wriggles out of my embrace.

      “It’ll be quick,” she tells me, hurrying to retrieve the bottle. “You need it to get better, Brom. Plus, it’s my fault you’re injured in the first place, at least let me do what I can to make it better.”

      “Later, little one,” I tell her, already falling back to sleep.

      “Oomph!” I huff, surprised when Adelaide straddles my waist, and my eyes go even wider when I feel her pour a thick, wet blob of the medicine onto my back. “Adelaide!” I complain, but the cold sensation is eased a moment later by the warmth of her hands traversing the roughness of my back. Her soft touches ease over cracked wounds and old scars. She’s careful around my new injuries, touching tenderly where the goblin stitched me up last night.

      Suddenly I’m not so interested in sleep, and Adelaide’s long, slow strokes up my back start to turn me on. I lose myself in the feeling, groaning with every sweep of her hands as she massages me. If I’m honest, my cock grew hard the moment she laid her hands on me. Now, all this caressing is making my balls ache with need.

      My hazy thoughts recall the kisses we’ve shared, particularly the one she greeted me with after battle yesterday. Of all our kisses, this is the one Adelaide initiated. I want to ask her why, what made her want me in that moment? Was it only for comfort? Would I be fooling myself to think it could be something more?

      Instead of sharing my thoughts, I roll over, grabbing her wrists to hold her in place. I don’t want Adelaide shying away from what we’ve started. She freezes, sucking in her breath. Adelaide still straddles my waist. Only now she surely feels my hardened cock straining beneath the thin covers—the only barrier separating us.

      On the tip of my tongue is the question…what are we doing? But before I can speak it, Adelaide leans in. Blood pounds in my veins and I take her hungrily into my embrace. My mind races and the questions slip through my fingers like smoke. All that’s left in my hands is a woman, beautiful and yielding, setting my soul on fire in ways I’ve never felt before. I know I should stop and talk about this thing we’ve started, but I am a slave to the fire between us and despite myself, I let it burn.

      Adelaide’s tongue probes boldly into my mouth. She tastes so fucking sweet, but the way she kisses is all spice. My hands find her hips and I press her down onto my stiff cock, grinding her against it. She whimpers between kisses and begins to gyrate on my bulge. If only I could push my cock into her virgin pussy and take her for my own. I want nothing more than to fill her with my thick troll cock, until she’s screaming and begging to be mine.

      But I can’t.

      We have a deal and deals are sacred to my people. Adelaide wants to go to Pontheugh and the witch in Briarmere won’t work with us unless we bring her something she wants—a virgin. A freshly fucked Adelaide wouldn’t do at all. Still, as our kisses become frantic and Adelaide bounces on my cock, I know we are building toward something and I’m so hard for this woman I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop myself from taking her.

      “Brom,” she moans, still hungrily devouring my kisses. I find I like the sound of my name on her lips and I wish to elicit more. I move my rough tongue down her neck, sucking on her collarbone and grazing it with my teeth. “Oh fuck, that feels good,” she says breathily, her eyes closed in ecstasy. I smile, knowing I can make her feel even better.

      I gather her underdress in my hands and yank it down abruptly. The loose neck falls down her shoulders, exposing Adelaide’s creamy breasts, tipped with rosy pink buds the same beautiful color as her lips. They look good enough to eat. Adelaide gasps at the sudden exposure, but she wastes no time in pulling her arms free from her dress, letting it bunch around her waist. She arches her back for me, offering herself like a dessert…and I’m so hungry for her.

      I take her breasts in my hands and suck one pink tip into my mouth. The other I tease with the pads of my fingers, starting with gentle grazes but working my way up to rough pinches. Adelaide goes wild over the sensations, getting more worked up the rougher I get. Always vying for control however, she takes my head in her hand and pivots, forcing my mouth to give equal attention to both of her full and rounded tits. When I bite at her with my teeth, she starts moaning my name again, shaking as if she is nearing her climax.

      I’m mad with need. I wrap my arms around her waist and bring her down onto the bed, rising up over her. Her underdress slides up her open thighs, exposing her cunt to me. I’ve had a peek or two at Adelaide’s naked body, but this is my first view of her spread pussy. Her folds glistens with arousal and I stare at them, filled with lust. I want to drive into her. I can’t help but think how easy it would be to slide my cock into such a wet little hole. But I cut my eyes back up to her face, haloed in shining, ruby-colored hair. She looks back at me with heavy-lidded eyes, her chest heaving with excited breaths.

      “Adelaide…” I growl, not sure what I mean to say. She bites her lip and reaches for my hips, only to tug me closer to her opening. I narrow my eyes, willing her to speak, to ask me to fuck her virgin hole. Because if she begged right now, I might just have to give her exactly what she wants, the witch in Briarmere be damned.

      “Tell me what you want,” I demand.

      Adelaide stammers a little before she finds her words. “It’s okay…you can if you want to.”

      I growl low in response. That is not what I wanted to hear. I want Adelaide to tell me she wants this as badly as I do, even if neither of us knows why.

      She eyes my throbbing hard-on in anticipation, still I make no move to claim her. Instead, I reach for my cock, giving it a long and measured stroke—teasing her. Adelaide’s mouth falls into a delicious O as she gazes at my body, transfixed by it.

      “Maybe…” she stammers. “Maybe we could do this, in exchange for all the trouble I’ve caused you,” she manages to get out.

      I can’t imagine anything worse she could say in this charged moment between us and it instantly kills my desire. I push myself off of her, growling, clenching my fists and tightening my jaw.

      “Wait! Brom! What are you doing?” she protests, her hands ineffectually trying to pull me back.

      “Sex is not something I make deals for, Adelaide,” I say, pulling away from her touch and moving to the edge of the bed.

      “Wait,” she pleads, climbing over to me on her knees. Her dress makes her fumble and she kicks it off, annoyed. I look away, having no desire to gaze upon her luscious body if all she plans to do is piss me off. But her hands find my cheeks and she forces me to face her. “Brom—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      I try to turn away from her, but she grips me tight, positioning herself before me. “Brom, I’m sorry. I was being a coward. It’s just hard for me to admit…” She looks shy and nervous, like she still can’t speak the words that are on her mind. “I swear to you, I didn’t mean it like that. I can understand if I killed the moment, but I don’t want to go back to constantly being at each other’s throats. Please, I made a mistake.”

      I hear her words and can accept them for truth. Though it doesn’t make me feel any better. I let out a breath of air and my shoulders slump. She takes it as my forgiveness…and she isn’t wrong. Grateful, she wraps her arms around my neck in an embrace. Despite myself, the feel of her body against mine still makes me aroused. I let go of my last bits of anger, reminding myself that I am a reasonable troll. I can see how this might be hard for her. Especially since she has never made love before.

      Adelaide nuzzles against my cheek and I turn towards her. Watching my expression, she presses a tentative kiss to the side of my mouth, testing the waters. I don’t stop her and she presses another and another, letting each one last a little longer than the one that came before it. When she licks at my lips, seeking entry into my mouth, I finally stop her.

      “Tell me, Adelaide, what are we doing here?” I need to know before anything more happens between us.

      Her eyes are as wide as a doe’s and her lips raw and abused by my kisses. She shakes her head. “I don’t know.” Her answer is barely more than a whisper. At least she’s being honest.

      “But I…” She swallows hard. “I want it, even though—” She breaks off suddenly, her cheeks flushing.

      “Even though what? Even though I’m a troll? The monster your village always warned you about?” I can tell by her tight expression that I guessed correctly. “You aren’t supposed to want me, are you, little one?”

      She bites her lip and shakes her head no.

      “Tell me what you want,” I demand again.

      “Brom, I—” she begins, her expression shy.

      “Was it my cock you were after, Adelaide?” I ask, stroking myself again. She looks down at my thick shaft, her eyes filled with desire.

      “Yes,” she whispers.

      “Say it louder,” I demand.

      She locks eyes with me. “Yes, Brom. I want your cock.”

      “Tell me where you want it.”

      She looks at me, indignant that I might force her to say the words. “Tell me you wanted to fuck a troll,” I demand, a smug grin on my lips. “Tell me you wanted a big, hard troll dick pushing into that virgin pussy of yours.”

      “You’re teasing me,” she accuses, her voice angry as she shoves at my chest. I stop her hand before she can touch me and force her back down onto the sheets. She doesn’t have time to hurl any more heated words in my direction, however. I stop her short with a kiss that leaves her panting and clinging to me.

      “Tell me, Adelaide, or I won’t give you a damned thing,” I warn, pulling away to study her face. I let a hand to travel down her chest, kneading her breast and teasing one hard nipple.

      “I want you, Brom, human or not. I want you to fuck me,” she admits.

      “And the consequences? What will your aunt in Pontheugh say if she knew you let a troll in here,” I ask, reaching between us to run a thick finger through her folds. She’s so fucking wet, I groan with longing.

      “No one has to know what happens between us,” she challenges.

      “You’ll know,” I promise her. “You think you’ll ever want a sad little human cock after you have this?” I question. She looks down at my aching cock, eyeing it desirously.

      “Probably not,” she admits, her voice sounding wistful.

      “Not fucking likely,” I agree.

      She angles her pussy up toward my hand again, seeking my touch. I oblige, spreading her slick juices up to her clit, circling it until Adelaide is panting. “I want this,” she breathes. “I want it.”

      I take her lips in one last kiss and we devour each other. Roughly, I move her body back into position, spreading her out under me.

      “Yes, Brom. Please!” Adelaide begs, her voice filled with need.

      “Shhh,” I say, hushing her against her milky neck. “I’m not going to fuck you, Adelaide.”

      She gasps and tries to jerk away from me, but I pin her in place. “I said I’m not going to fuck you. But that doesn’t mean I won’t make you cum.”

      I press her legs farther apart, forcing her knees up toward her shoulders and I dive in between, eagerly lapping up all the shining juices dripping from that fine human cunt of hers. I slide my tongue through her folds, ravishing her with my mouth as she sings my name, praising me. Eating Adelaide’s pussy makes me harder than I’ve ever been in my life. But I won’t fuck her. I’d never fuck Adelaide.

      No. She’s the kind of woman you make love to.
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      Adelaide

      Brom eats my pussy like he’s never tasted anything better in all his life. The feel of his tongue gliding over my clit brings me close to rapture.

      When young men in my village first began courting me, I did this with a couple of them. I was younger then, shy and stupid. Anything I ever did with a man was done in the dark, or I hid my face under a pillow, waiting for them to finish. But now I want the full experience.

      I look down at Brom, my legs tossed over his broad shoulders. The long ponytail he wears atop his head hangs down to one side, tickling my thigh. His skin is so starkly green compared to the cream color of my own flesh. And his eyes…they practically glow yellow. I bite into my lip, mewling as he focuses in on my clit.

      He looks like a monster, a feral and ferocious beast. I can hardly believe I let him between my thighs…hells, that I begged him to be there. He positions himself lower, pistoning his tongue in and out of my core, flashing me a view of those dangerous fangs of his. My eyes linger on his piercings and all the other things than make him such a far cry from human. The sight of him makes me feel dirty in the most delicious of ways.

      “Gods, Brom,” I manage to say, “that feels so good.”

      “Tastes good,” he growls. “So fucking good.” He sucks at my pussy, making sloppy wet sounds that drive me even closer to the edge. “Are you going to cum for me, Adelaide?” he asks, still lapping at my entrance.

      “I’m close,” I whimper, but I want more. I want his big, hard, monster cock pounding into me. Too bad Brom said he wouldn’t fuck me.   

      He moves his thick troll thumb over my clit and the simultaneous sensations of his thumb and tongue bring me that much closer to my climax. “Do you know how wet you are?” he asks, strumming my clit. “Your pretty little pussy is dripping for me, Adelaide.”

      “Fuck, Brom, I’m going to cum,” I tell him. He works my clit and brings his mouth down on me, but to my shock he bypasses my slit and aims for the one place on me that truly is virginal—my asshole. I gasp in surprise, jerking against him, but Brom holds me firmly in place.

      “Cum for me, cum for a troll, Adelaide,” he murmurs against my sensitive flesh, his tongue prodding and teasing me in a brand-new way. It only takes me a moment to realize how incredible this new touch is and it pushes me over the edge.

      My pussy spasms in ecstasy, the first waves of my orgasm hitting harder than I’ve ever experienced. But before the last of my pleasure ebbs away, I’m left with an empty feeling.

      Gods, how I wanted Brom’s cock.

      I watch as he lingers over my womanhood, giving a few farewell licks to my slit before he rises. It’s as if he can hardly pull himself away. The look on his face is so smug I want to slap him. I also want to force him down on the bed and mount that monster cock of his, but I don’t do either.

      Instead, I rise to meet him. He pulls me into a kiss and I nearly melt when I taste myself on his lips. I can feel his stiff cock poking at my stomach and I’m eager for what’s to come next.

      “Get dressed,” he tells me suddenly, passing me my underdress.

      “Huh?”

      “We should go downstairs and order some breakfast.”

      “But, Brom, what about you?” I ask, motioning toward his cock. Surely it must be aching for release.

      My troll groans and digs his fingers into my hair, roughly caressing me. “I only have so much restraint, little one. Touch my cock right now and I might not be able to stop myself from fucking you senseless.”

      “That doesn’t sound terrible,” I tease, reaching for him. But Brom stills my hands, surprising me.

      “Don’t forget our deal, Adelaide. The witch in Briarmere will want a virgin. If I fuck you on a whim we won’t be able to make any bargains with her and I’ll be out my entire stock of magics and a slave to boot.”

      “Oh. Yeah, of course,” I agree, feeling conflicted.

      I’ve been so focused on whatever this thing is between Brom and me. I’m a little hurt his priorities don’t match my own. Instead he’s still thinking about making a deal with the witch. And the reminder makes me nervous. I still haven’t figured out a solution to this whole virgin problem. Will the witch know when she sees me and will she still be willing to make some other sort of deal?

      I know I should be more concerned with the witch, but instead I find myself hung up on Brom’s reason for not fucking me. He seems more concerned with getting something out of all this than he does with the feelings blossoming between us. A terrible thought crosses my mind and I blush with embarrassment. Maybe I’m alone in my affections for the troll. I am a human after all and he never has seemed particularly fond of my race. I recall he mentioned the last woman he was with was fae. I saw an image of one in a book once; they’re magical beings with perfect forms, glistening in fairy dust. I think of my abrasive red hair and my even more abrasive demeanor. Suddenly I feel very self-conscious.

      Gods, I lament. How could I have considered following a fae? My cheeks feel hot when I think of Brom making comparisons between me and his last lover. I mean, I could never stack up against something as magical as a fae.

      “Something wrong, little one?” Brom asks.

      I’m quick to feign a smile. “No, just hungry is all.”
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      Adelaide

      My eyes keep going to Brom as I dress, and I watch him as he rolls his shoulders and neck, waiting for me. He seems to be preparing himself mentally for whatever is beyond our bedroom door. While I can’t seem to shake the uneasy thoughts from my mind, I bite my tongue, refusing to let Brom in on the self-conscious feeling rocking me. I’ve spent too much of my life being unhappy and I made a vow to try and be something more. I won’t linger in this emotion. So, I tell myself it’s fine if Brom doesn’t want me. Everything will make more sense once I’m in Pontheugh.

      “Are you ready?” Brom asks, bringing me back into the moment.

      “Huh? Oh, yes. Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Let me do the talking around the goblins,” he warns. I nod, acknowledging him. “And take your knife.”

      “Are you expecting trouble?”

      “In my experience trouble comes when you least expect it. Might as well be prepared.”

      I tuck my knife into my belt. Brom must recognize the trepidation on my face, for he tugs a strand of my hair and I look up at him. “You will always be safe with me,” he reminds me, pulling my hood up over my head.

      “I know,” I reply, forcing another shaky smile.

      As I follow Brom down the worn, wooden steps of the inn I hear raucous voices coming from the tavern. They sound nasal and snide in their nature and I deduce they must belong to goblins. I cringe inwardly, not feeling excited to meet more of the unpleasant creatures. However, when I round the corner, my heart seizes in terror. There are about a dozen or so goblins milling about, but standing at the bar is a beast that makes my whole body tremble in fear.

      It’s an orc.

      He doesn’t look up as we enter, his gaze is fixed on something across the room. But Brom notices my not-so-subtle reaction to the orc’s presence. Protectively, he steps a little closer as he pulls out a chair for me. Leaning in close, Brom whispers in my ear. “Trust me, Adelaide.” I nod my head, wringing my hands to quell their trembling, and Brom pulls his chair close to mine. Even though I don’t know where Brom and I stand I’m thankful for his proximity.

      Still, my anxiety ratchets and I’m hardly aware of anything in the room besides the orc. I cut my gaze to him a few times and notice something is inherently different about him compared to the orcs that razed my village and tried to hunt me down.

      He wears more clothes for one, dressing quite like a human might, with black boots, leather trousers, and a long and embellished coat. The points of his ears are less pronounced too and his skin looks softer than that of the other orcs. Also, where the others were bald, this one has long, thick, onyx-colored hair.

      While I fearfully study the orc, Brom and I are approached by a weathered and wrinkled old goblin. He startles me when he speaks, pulling my focus away from my object of fear.

      They’re ugly little things, goblins are. The one before me wears no shirt, but he has filthy white trousers on and an apron covering his protruding belly. His face is locked in a perpetual scowl and he eyes me with disdain, his long, wart-covered nose pointing at me like a finger.

      “What’ll you have?” he asks, sounding greatly put out by the fact that we’re here at all.

      “Breakfast. Lots of it,” Brom answers. “And some mead as well.”

      “For the both of you?” the goblin asks, raising one heavy brow as he tries to peek under the hood of my cloak.  

      “Two breakfasts, just the one mead.”

      “Two of both,” I venture, hoping the drink will calm my nerves. Both Brom and the goblin look at me, each seeming wary of my request.

      “What’s that you say?” the goblin questions, stepping closer to me. We lock eyes and the look he gives me when he sees I’m human is one filled with distaste. I recoil as he closes the distance between us.  

      “I said I’ll have a cup of mead also,” I tell him firmly, though my heart is pounding and my skin is crawling.

      The goblin turns his frown to Brom. “You’re going to keep an eye on her?” he demands to know, motioning toward me. “Last thing we need is another human girl around here to bother with.”

      “This one is mine to bother with,” Brom tells the goblin. He snorts at us, giving me one last hateful look before shuffling away.

      I’m left feeling even more uneasy by the interaction. So I focus my gaze on Brom, not wanting to look at the orc’s back any longer. But Brom’s eyes are on everything but me. He watches the room with grave focus and just before I ask him what’s on his mind the goblin chef returns with a tray. He lets our cups bang loudly onto the table, spilling the contents over the edges, then roughly places our food before us.

      There’s scrambled eggs and ham, hash browns, cheese, and smoked fish, and just like that, there’s nothing more interesting to me in the entire room. Last night I was too shell shocked to remember to be hungry, but now the pressing memory comes flooding back in. I need food and real food, not just traveling rations. I shovel forkfuls of eggs into my mouth, pausing only to wash it down with mead. It’s a strong drink, stronger than anything I’ve ever had before, still I gulp it down between ravenous bites.

      It isn’t until my belly begins to fill that the tavern around me starts to filter back into my consciousness. Between the voices, laughter, and drinking, there’s a strange sound that catches my ear. It’s been here the whole time, but only now am I concentrating on it. It almost sounds…pained? My hand stills, fork still loaded with eggs and I look over at Brom. He’s tense, only picking at his food despite the fact he’s likely as hungry as I was a short while ago. I cast a worried glance over to the orc, but when I catch him sharing a troubled glance with Brom I feel confused. So I search the bar, following the orc’s line of sight once he looks away from Brom.

      There’s something happening on the other side of the tavern, partially blocked by a partition. From what I can tell, the goblins seem to be congregating by whatever it is.

      Then, through the din, I hear something that sounds distinctly like a woman…a human woman. Without a second thought, I rise to my feet, pulling my hood back so I can see.

      “Adelaide!” Brom growls after me.

      But I can’t stop. I make my way across the tavern, navigating my way through the mostly empty tables and heading toward the crowd. I can tell Brom is right on my heels and when I round the corner that fact is proved when he runs directly into my back. He catches me before I stumble forward and I cover my mouth in horror.

      Spread out on a table is a human woman, stark naked with her arms bound over her head and legs spread wide. She tugs at her restraints, her eyes looking dazed. There are goblins all around her, naked with their tiny erect cocks hanging out. Atop her, one of them is perched. His hips thrust furiously into the woman and another works to fill her mouth with his tiny prick.

      I cling to Brom, disgusted but unable to look away. Their work is quick and they spray the woman with their cum, I flinch at the sight of it, remembering what Brom told me about the goblins and still not quite believing it. This must be rape. This woman has to be here against her will. The goblins circling her shake their pricks, spraying her with the last drops of their seed. The woman moans in ecstasy.

      “Yes! Gods, yes! Don’t stop!” she begs. The goblins are spent, but a few of them reach over and pinch at her tits before they head back to their seats. The sight makes my stomach turn in revulsion. When she realizes they’re leaving she begs louder, following them with her gaze. “Please!” she whimpers. “Don’t go! You can put your cocks anywhere you want, just give me more! Fuck me!”

      “Brom! Help her!” I whisper frantically, looking up at him with desperate eyes.

      “She can’t be helped,” a low voice says from beside me. I jump, alarmed by the sudden presence of the orc so near to us. Brom keeps a heavy hand on my shoulder, anchoring me, but otherwise doesn’t seem bothered by the orc. Still, I dislike him based on principle alone and once I regain my composure I refute his position.

      “She’s bound,” I point out. “If someone freed her she could get away.”

      “She’s bound to protect her, Adelaide,” Brom puts in.

      “Protect her? That’s the biggest pile of shit I’ve ever heard in my life.”

      “She’s enthralled, little one,” he continues. “That woman is out of her mind and there’s no way to put her back. If she were allowed to wander freely there’s no telling what harm she could cause her body.”

      “At this point she lacks the sense to drink or feed herself without being forced by the goblins. And even then, they have to bribe her to do it,” the orc adds. “I’ve seen it before. These goblins are doing her a favor by keeping her.”

      “You’re insane!” I hiss at him, still not wanting to believe. “These goblins are using her.”

      “These goblins can’t keep up the fucking,” the orc tells me. “That’s why they keep him.” He motions toward a pile of wood along the wall.

      My gaze follows his motion, unsure of what he could be talking about, but then my eyes focus in on something otherworldly. I spring back, aghast, nearly climbing Brom like a tree when I see that part of the log pile isn’t logs at all. The thing moves subtly and I watch in horror as he takes shape before my eyes. He’s unlike anything, a true monster if I’ve ever seen one. He’s haggard and animalistic, with wild fur tufting around his hunched shoulders. His arms are long, hanging well past his knees and his legs look like they belong on a dog. I can’t bring myself to look at his face. He shifts in his seat again and I get the impression he’s sleeping.

      “Gods, they make her fuck that thing?” I gasp.

      “Make her?” the orc scoffs, shaking his head. “Look, human, you’re in the Perished Woods. If you thought this was going to be some kind of magical fairy tale then you’ve got another thing coming. This land is cursed. And the longer you stay here, the greater chance you have of becoming cursed yourself.”

      He turns his attention to Brom, “You need anything before you leave, come talk to me.” Brom gives him a curt nod and the orc heads back to the bar, giving the woman one last mournful glance.

      “It’s hard to accept, but the half-blood speaks the truth, Adelaide.”  

      I look over at the woman. “How did she get like this?” I ask, watching her writhe in goblin cum, licking at her lips in an effort to suck up every last drop she can reach.  

      “Sometimes it happens to whores, when they don’t know enough about which beasts not to fuck. I heard of a woman once who bought goblin’s seed and threw it on her ex-lover’s new bride. But most of the time, women are simply curious. They hear stories about the euphoria and they seek it out, thinking just a little won’t hurt them. But it only takes once.”   

      I release my hold on Brom and inch toward the woman. She’s a beauty in a certain kind of way—the wanton way, that is. Her body is all luscious curves, the kind that dirty men can’t keep themselves from grabbing. And her hair is long and dark, juxtaposing her haunting, crystalline eyes. She squeezes her legs together, her hips bucking at thin air. After a moment, she notices me.

      “Please,” she whispers. I step closer, expecting her to beg me to help her escape.

      “How can I help?” I ask, keeping my voice conspiratorially low. The mead and the situation make my head pound.

      She stares me right in the eyes as she answers, her voice sounding desperate. “Lick my pussy,” she begs, spreading her legs wide. “Lick it for me, please. I’m so close to cumming. Gods, just suck on my clit, just a little bit.”

      I shake my head, my brain refusing to process what this woman requests.

      “Or you come sit on my face instead, pretty girl. Come on, let me make a whore out of you. You’re going to love it,” she promises, her voice sounding strained. Slowly I back away from her, clutching my cloak and feeling horrified. As I do she starts cumming, her exposed pussy clamping down around nothing. I bump into Brom, still unable to look away from the writhing and cursing woman on the table.

      Just then I notice the little goblin chef coming wobbling over at a hurried pace. “Get out of here!” he yells, grabbing a broom and swinging it.

      I yelp out a short scream and cling to Brom, thinking the goblin is talking to me. Instead, I see him looking out an open window. To my complete shock I notice the face of a woman there, looking in and watching the scene on the table. The goblin is shooing her away.

      “Freak!” he yells after her. “You stay away from here!”

      He turns to us after she leaves, looking pointedly at me. “I won’t be taking on any more humans. We can barely keep up with this one!” he complains.  

      My brain is so distraught I can’t find words, but I shake my head in horror. Behind him, the woman is pleading again, begging the ugly little chef to fuck her. He groans unhappily.

      “Trrowl, take care of her, will you!” the goblin orders and the beast by the wood pile rises. I cringe when I finally catch a glimpse of his face. His fangs jut from his mouth, massive and dangerous looking. His nose is more snout than anything else and his eyes remind me of a goat’s. Hanging between his legs is a cock so monstrous I’d rather die than have it touch me. I turn away from him, burying my face against Brom’s chest.

      “Goblin,” Brom orders. “Get a bath going for my woman.”

      I hear a word of affirmation coming from the little chef and a wave of gratefulness washes over me. I definitely need a bath after this, for the entirety of my being feels filthy. As Brom tugs me away from the woman enthralled by goblin cum, I hear the horrid sounds of her fucking the beast. Disgusting as it is, the words coming out of her mouth are all pleasurable demands for more. I can’t understand it.

      On our way back to our table, Brom motions to the orc who rises and follows us over. He pulls out a seat for himself. Outwardly, he looks undeniably at ease, though his eyes do keep cutting over to the scene in the corner. Clearly, he is displeased by it.

      “I just don’t get it,” I say aloud.

      “Nor do I,” the orc agrees, not looking at me.

      “Who was that woman in the window?” I ask, looking back and forth between the orc and my troll.

      “Another hopeful goblin enthrall,” the orc answers with a scoff.

      “Where does she come from? She couldn’t have traveled all this way alone simply because she heard goblins were a good fuck?” I question.

      “Briarmere,” Brom supplies. “There’s something like a village on the outskirts of the witch’s territory.”

      “A human village? All the way out here?” I gasp.

      “I didn’t say human. Just a village, filled with lost souls of all breeds. I don’t know what they’re doing in the heart of the Perished Woods, but this is where they’ve chosen to make their homes,” he explains.

      “Even the rejects need a place to go,” the orc throws in. “At least in the Perished Woods no one is judged for anything besides their strength.”

      Brom grunts in agreement and silence falls on our group. The sounds of fucking in the corner makes me shift awkwardly in my chair.

      “Go upstairs, Adelaide. I’ll be up shortly,” Brom suggests, his tone firm enough I know not to argue. Doesn’t matter anyway, I don’t think I can stand to hear all the animalistic grunting going on. I give Brom a nod and cast an unfriendly glance at the half-blood orc. I really do need that bath.

      Once upstairs I reach for the door to our room, but it swings open before I have the chance to make contact with it. I gasp and jump back when I see a goblin exiting with an empty wooden bucket in his hands. He sneers at me and I keep my back against the wall, placing as much distance between us as humanly possible. But he doesn’t say a word, he just continues down the steps. I hurry into the room, shutting the door behind me. I consider barricading it, but Brom did say he’d be up soon.

      I take a deep breath and try to regain my composure. The air in the room feels muggy and I look around, noticing steam curling off the large tub. I let out a long breath of air and rub at my temples. This place is maddening. This whole damned wood is for that matter.

      Not wanting to let hot water go to waste, I toss my clothing to the side, testing it with my fingertips before I step inside. It’s so hot it’s nearly scalding, just the way I like it. I lower myself into the tub, enjoying the extra heat from the nearby fire.

      On a small table next to the tub there’s a bar of soap. I dunk my head in the water and give my whole body a good scrub down. When I’m done I set the soap aside and lay my head back to relax. I can still feel the lingering effects of the mead and it does help to calm me. Closing my eyes, I hope to push away all the ugliness from downstairs. It’s impossible. The vision of that woman is seared into my brain and the thought of sex brings me back to the interlude I shared with Brom this morning.

      I throw water in my face, scrubbing it and cringing. Despite myself, I wonder how different my attraction to Brom is when compared to the woman downstairs and her…unique interests. In my own defense, at least Brom is attractive. The thought instantly causes a flush to rise on my cheeks.

      I do find Brom attractive. While I denied it early on, I can see clearly now why a fae woman would want to be with him. Regardless of the fact he isn’t human, his features have a certain appeal. Everything about him is rough and masculine and his body—oh, his body. There wasn’t a man in my village built like Brom. He’s like a mountain of rippling muscles. I even find his scars appealing. They’re like stories of all his past battles and adventures written brazenly across his flesh. I think of the new ones he’s added to his body since he and I met. Though his back will heal, the gashes the wild men gave him yesterday will surely stay with him.

      I wonder, when everything’s said and done, will he look back on those scars and think of me?

      It’s a wistful thought and part of me hates myself for having it. A few weeks ago no one could get under my skin the way Brom has. But everything has changed for me since then. Already I’m not the girl I was lying in that glen the morning my village was attacked. Back then I didn’t need or want anybody. Now I can’t keep myself from feeling hurt over the fact that Brom wouldn’t let himself get carried away with me this morning. I was ready to give myself to him and all he could think about was the deal he wants to make in Briarmere.   

      It’s a thought that only inspires a new wave of self-loathing. I nearly killed Brom, I destroyed his entire supply of magics, and practically ruined his home while I was at it. And after all that, he’s offered to get me to my aunt. The deal in Briarmere is paltry compared all the trouble I’ve caused.

      Don’t get me wrong, I haven’t forgotten that he tried to make me his slave, but he’s also freed me, protected me, cared for me, fed me, made me laugh, made me cum…

      On that note, sounds from downstairs begin to filter up through the floorboards. Though I can’t make out the words, I can tell the fucking has hit a new peak. Instead of focusing on that bit of weirdness, I think of Brom.

      Brom and his sexy body. Brom and the delicious way he kisses. Brom and his hands exploring me. I slide my own hands up my thighs, feeling perversely aroused. My orgasm this morning was amazing, but I wish Brom had been inside me, sharing my pleasure. He didn’t even ask me to return the favor, I lament, parting my labia with my fingers. I tease my clit gently, thinking about the things I could have done to Brom had he only asked. Visualizing the way he stroked his thick cock, I pump my fingers inside myself, knowing it’s a poor substitute for what the troll has to offer.

      The sounds of sex travel on the air. They’re so raw…

      Just then the door opens and I jolt, quickly covering my chest. But it’s just Brom. I’m nervous at first, wondering if he caught me fingering myself. But he seems busy setting some supplies aside.

      “Did it get too weird down there?” I ask.

      “Hmm?” he asks, finally looking over at me. The distracted look on his face vanishes, quickly replaced by the focused gaze of a predator and I tremble in the still-warm water.
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      Brom

      Adelaide makes everything better.

      The display in the tavern was unsettling to say the least and the closer we get to the end of our journey, the sooner she and I will part ways. Once I drop her in Pontheugh it’s unlikely I’ll ever see the fiery redheaded woman again. But looking at her now, naked and wet in the tub…nothing else matters.

      My cock is hard in an instant and I prowl over to her.

      “Enjoying your bath?” I ask.

      “More than you know,” she tells me with a contented smile. “I mean, it’s just nice to have a good wash, you know?” she adds, blushing.

      “Mmmm, I agree,” I tell her as I kneel next to her.

      “I’ve never been in such a big tub. The one we had back home wasn’t half the size of this.”

      “You really like it?” I ask, dipping my fingers in the water. It’s hot to the touch.

      “I do.”

      “I was thinking of getting one for my lair,” I tell her casually. “It’s a shame you won’t be around to enjoy it.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “I’m sure your next slave will love it,” she says sarcastically.

      I frown at the words and wrap her wet locks around my hand, gently forcing her gaze to hold mine. “There won’t be any more slaves,” I tell her seriously.

      “I’m sorry I soured the experience for you,” she teases.  

      I lean in close to smell her neck. “Somehow I can’t recall anything but sweetness.”

      “You must have a very poor memory then,” she says, laughing.

      “I can remember this morning quite well,” I counter and her laughter dies away. When I look at her, I can see her pupils have dilated and her breath hitches. Desire is written plainly on her face. The screams of pleasure coming from the enthralled human filter up into our room and it makes the tension building between us that much more charged and erotic. I want to make Adelaide scream like that for me.

      “On second thought, I need a refresher. How about you get out of that tub and remind me how sweet you are, Adelaide?” I ask, slipping my hand between her legs. She moans and spreads herself wide for me, allowing access to her clit. Her eyes close and her head tilts back, leaving her neck exposed. I take the opportunity to taste her there, licking and sucking on her until she’s gasping my name.

      “Fuck,” I groan. “I want more.”

      “Me too,” she agrees, her voice eager.

      Reluctantly, I pull my hand from between her legs and rise. “Stand up,” I command. She looks up at me for a moment with those doe eyes of hers, then slowly, she rises.

      Water sluices down her body and her curves shine in the firelight. I take in the sight of her and my heart pounds in my chest. “Put your hands over your head,” I tell her. She hesitates for a moment, looking a little shy, but she gains the courage and does as I ask. “Now turn, slowly.” She scoffs at my request but does it anyhow. I fall back into a chair, watching her, enjoying my perusal of her body. “You’re fucking beautiful, Adelaide.” And I mean it. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, every curve of her body, every freckle—particularly the one on her left ass cheek, I love all of her.

      “I’m no fae,” she says, her laughter nervous. She looks down at herself, clearly not seeing what I do.

      “What would I want with a fae?” I ask.

      “Everyone knows the fae are gorgeous… =what’d you say about them? They make the air electric.” She lowers her arms.

      “Fuck electric. I have fire,” I say, nodding my head at her. The shyness from her smile vanishes. I jump to my feet and hold my hand out for her, helping her from the tub. “Truth be told, the fae can be quite annoying. Like I’ve always said, I like my woman to have a good sense of humor and a little bit of fire to her.”

      “Am I your woman then?” she asks, raising a brow at me.

      “You are until Pontheugh,” I tell her and she bites her lip, smiling at me. My heart soars at the sight.  

      “Then let me act like it,” she says, her hands gliding up my chest. She pushes me back to the chair, forcing me into it.

      “And how might you do that?” I ask, a smile playing at the corner of my lips.

      “I want to make you cum, Brom,” she says boldly. I suck in a deep breath and take my time letting my eyes travel down her body.

      Finally I speak. “How about I bend you over that bed and lick you until you’re screaming my name?” I suggest, my hand sliding up her thigh.

      “We can do that too, but first I want to do something for you.”

      “I think you’ll change your mind the second you feel my tongue on your clit,” I tell her, leaning in to bite her hip. She gasps and steadies herself on my shoulders.

      I’m shocked by what she does next. She wraps her hand around my hair and yanks my head back hard, planting a kiss on my lips. The connection is raw and hungry. I groan, aroused by how fierce Adelaide can be. Two of us can play at this game. I lift her up suddenly, her legs wrapping around my waist, and I move her to the bed so quickly she doesn’t have time to protest.

      “I’m going to enjoy eating your pussy,” I growl, but she wriggles free, escaping to the head of the bed.

      “Brom! Why won’t you let me pleasure you?” she demands, her face baring that angry expression I had grown so accustomed to in our first days together.

      “Are you angry because I want to lick your pussy, Adelaide?” I ask, laughing.

      Her expression softens. “Why are you giving me the run around?” she asks.

      Taking a seat on the bed, I look at my woman and admit the truth. “If you touch me, Adelaide, I might not be able to control myself.” I reach over and tug at her toes. “I want you more than anything. I’m just trying to maintain my control.”

      Adelaide looks at me with those wide eyes and crawls down to join me at the foot of the bed. “If you wanted to, you could lose control. I wouldn’t mind,” she says.

      “What about Briarmere?” I ask. “I can’t take your virginity.”

      “You won’t,” she tells me.

      “I would,” I assure her.

      “No, I mean… Look, I just want to make you feel good, Brom, like you did for me.”

      “It’s fine, Adelaide, this is enough,” I say, reaching for her milky thighs, but she slaps at my hand and frowns.

      “You’re getting angry with me, aren’t you?” I ask, laughing. Her eyes light up at my words.

      “Yes! Maybe I am!” she says excitedly, jumping out of the bed naked. I admire the way her breasts shake as she moves.

      “Your words don’t seem to match your mood, little one,” I point out. She hurries to feign a scowl and crosses her arms over her chest.

      “Well, I am angry,” she declares, looking down her nose at me. But it is a lie. All I see is playfulness.

      “What game is this?” I ask, wanting to play along.

      I can see the wheels turning in her mind as she considers her next move. “Are you a jealous troll, Brom?”

      “In the deadliest of ways,” I assure her. “Now come back to bed,” I urge.

      “Maybe I don’t want to.” She toys with the doorknob. “Maybe I want to go back downstairs and see what kind of fun is going on in the tavern. You might not want to cum for me, but from what I recall there was cum to spare down in the—”

      Her words are cut short when I rise suddenly and yank her against my body. “That isn’t a funny joke, Adelaide,” I warn roughly.

      “I’m not feeling funny, Brom. I’m actually feeling a little bit naughty.”

      “You will not be going back downstairs,” I growl, but Adelaide only smiles up at me, triumphant.

      “And what are you going to do to stop me?” she asks, her voice coy. “Are you going to punish me, Brom?” she questions, but the smile she tries to bite back tells me everything. My cock grows even harder and I can feel my seed leaking from the tip.

      “I know exactly what you need, human.”

      “What’s that?” She smiles.

      I grip Adelaide close to my body. “You’re going to get another spanking,” I tell her. She reaches down to my waist, her eyes never leaving mine.

      “You might need this belt,” she whispers. I feel her fingers working the buckle. My loincloth falls to the floor and she passes me my leather belt. I toss it aside. “I’ll be using my hands on you, human,” I tell her, reaching around to grab the globes of her ass, massaging them roughly. Now free, my cock juts outward, pressing itself against Adelaide’s belly.    

      I move quickly then to the chair, dragging Adelaide behind me. She gasps, shocked by the swiftness of the motion. “You have been a very naughty girl, Adelaide. It’s time I teach you a lesson,” I warn. She bites at her rosy bottom lip and nods dutifully at me. I bend her over my lap, her nude body pressing against my raging cock.

      “Brace yourself,” I tell her. And just like the first time I spanked her, she grips my thigh, digging her blunt nails into me. I relish the sensation and caress her backside, admiring those fleshy globes. They’re milky now, but soon they will be as rosy as her lips. I move my caress lower, skimming over her pussy lips. She yelps in anticipation and grips me harder.

      “You’re so wet, Adelaide.” I tell her, feeling her pussy juices already leaking from her slit. I slide one finger through her folds and bring it to my mouth, sucking her juices from my hand. “Do you know how naughty that is?” I ask. She shakes her head in reply. I grab her hair with my free hand, forcing her head back far enough so she can look into my eyes.

      “Are you ready for your punishment?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she answers breathily, looking eager and needy.

      “Yes, Master,” I correct. Her expression sours in an instant.

      “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to call you ‘master,’ even if we are just playing—”

      I bring my hand down hard onto her ass, delivering the first ear-splitting crack. Her words are cut short and replaced by a yelp of surprise. “Brom!”

      “Such a naughty girl,” I tell her. She laughs, overcoming her initial shock. “Don’t forget who’s in charge,” I remind her.

      “You think you’re in charge of me, troll?”

      “Let me see…I have you naked and bent over my knee. I’d say it’s quite clear who’s in charge. But I can prove it to you, if you need me to.”

      Adelaide arches her back in anticipation and I spank her again. She cries out with each slap to her ass, her throaty cries sounding heavy with arousal. “Again,” she demands.

      “Oh no, no, no,” I tell her, shaking my head. “I decide when and how you get punished, Adelaide.” I glide my finger through her folds. She’s even wetter now and she pushes her pussy against me, trying to force my finger inside of her. “Tell me who’s in control.”

      She looks over her shoulder at me, the spark of challenge in her eyes. I slap my hand against her ass. She arches her back with every hit and I allow my hand to linger. She grinds her wet cunt against my open palm until she’s sopping.

      “Brom! More!” she begs.

      “Mmmm…what kind of nasty girl begs a troll to do such things to her body?” I wonder aloud.

      “Please, Brom,” she begs through clenched teeth.

      “Tell me who is in charge,” I repeat.

      She hesitates before answering, but finally she speaks. “Me,” she says quietly.

      “Wrong answer, human.” I spank her again, just once this time, and I see her spreading her legs in an effort to have more of her cunt exposed to my hand. She wants those teasing slaps to come down right on that eager little cunt of hers.

      “Tell me who’s in charge, Adelaide,” I ask again. She eyes me defiantly.

      “Me,” she says, biting back a wicked smile.

      I tsk at her. “You’re going to pay for that one,” I warn.

      I spread her cheeks with my hands and lean forward, tonguing her tight little asshole.

      “Holy fuck!” Adelaide screams in response. “Oh my—fuck me,” she mutters, taking my tongue’s assault on her puckered hole. I moan against her and she shivers in ecstasy. “Don’t stop,” she begs.

      “Then tell me what I want to know, woman. Who’s in charge?”

      “Me!” she declares again.

      “Another wrong answer. Such a pity.” I trace one thick finger down the valley of her ass, twirling it in my saliva. Adelaide gasps, suddenly realizing what I plan to do to her. She grips me tighter just as I force my finger into her tightest hole.

      “Ohhhh, fuck!” she groans, opening herself to me. She spreads her legs wide and her body goes lax against my lap. As I pump into her I notice she is moving in rhythm with my thrusts. The scent of her arousal is thick on the air and my cock is so hard it leaks seed all over her stomach.

      “Naughty girl. Who do you belong to?” I ask, finger fucking her asshole.

      “I’m yours!” she screams, finally answering me with the words I want to hear. Though I know it’s just a game, I covet it nonetheless. “I belong to you, Brom,” she announces, before biting into my thigh. She meets my motions stride for stride as I press into her.

      “Oh gods! Fuck me, Brom, please fuck me. Make me yours!” she pleads. My arousal rises to a whole new level. Hearing Adelaide declare that she belongs to me, having her beg me to fuck her, it pushes me to the edge that I know I shouldn’t cross. But still, I keep getting closer and closer. Adelaide hangs her head over my thigh, her red hair dangling wildly and the old adage comes to mind. If you play with fire, you’re going to get burned.

      “I want you inside me!” she wails, and I snap. I lift her up and toss her onto the bed, face down on the blankets. I shove her ass up in the air, her back arching seductively. I spread her full cheeks and devour her. Her pussy is so wet, her juices flow down her thighs and I work to lap up every last drop.

      “Wait, Brom—” she says breathily, barely able to form words.

      “What is it, woman?” I ask, massaging her pussy lips, but careful not to enter her.

      “Can we try something else?”

      “That depends,” I say, chuckling. “What do you want to try?”

      “The woman downstairs—”

      I growl, turning Adelaide over so I can look into her eyes and let her know how serious I am. We will not be getting involved with that woman. Adelaide is mine and mine alone. “You will not be doing anything with her,” I decree.

      “What? No! Of course not!” she says with a frown. “No, she just mentioned something I had never thought of before. I thought we could try it.”

      My anger slips away and I feel bad about reprimanding Adelaide so gruffly. “You scared me, little one.”

      “Gross, Brom. You should know I’d never do anything like that.”

      “It wasn’t so long ago that you said you’d never be with a troll, yet here we are.”

      “Yeah, but you’re hot, so it’s different,” she says, brushing me off.

      “Hot?” I ask with a teasing smile.

      “Oh, be quiet. You knew you were hot stuff long before I ever came around.”

      “I’m just glad you finally realized it.”

      “Me too,” she says. “So, can we try that thing or what?”

      “What is it?” I ask, feeling more amenable.

      “She said something about sitting on her face…” Adelaide says shyly. “I thought maybe—”

      Adelaide knows my answer when I drop down onto my back on the bed. I work to pull her on top of me, but she stops me.

      “Wait! I was thinking more like this,” she says, turning around to straddle me backwards. It doesn’t matter to me which way she sits, as long as she rides my face with that sweet cunt of hers.

      “Oh, I like this,” she moans, grinding her pussy onto my eager tongue. I like it too, but my mouth is too busy to say so at the moment.

      “Plus, I’ve got this great view,” she says. A moment later I feel her hand grip my cock. My body tenses at the sensation. Briefly, I think about stopping her. I know I shouldn’t lose my control with her and not just because of the deal we plan to make in Briarmere. I shouldn’t let this woman touch me because I’m already so close to falling in love.

      Letting her go is going to tear me apart, but it’s what I’ve agreed to do. If I make love to her now, I’ll shatter when she leaves me. While I like this game we play, making Adelaide scream that she is mine, I know she belongs to no one but herself. She will never be mine to keep. It’s all just a game. A game I will lose if I play too recklessly. But when her hand starts moving on my cock and I feel her warm breath on the tip of my maleness…I can’t seem to talk myself out of this. I’m blind to what she does to me, my vision blocked by her sweet ass. But I can feel quite clearly when her tongue teases at the tip of my cock, lapping up all the thick drops of pre-cum leaking from my hardened piece. She moans when she tastes me for the first time.

      The warmth of her mouth envelops my cock and soon she is sucking on it with the same ravenous enthusiasm I use to eat her pussy—the pussy that I can’t fuck. So, we fuck each other’s mouths instead, both of us moaning loud enough to wash out the sounds of the enthrall coming from downstairs.

      Adelaide sucks my cock like she was made for it, her hands working the base and her slobber slickening my shaft. I bite at her inner thighs and she screams with my cock still buried deep in her throat. Fuck, if I don’t love everything about this woman—her taste, her scent, the sweet sounds she makes when I pleasure her. More than anything I want to turn her over and drive my cock in her pussy to the hilt. I want to fill her until she can feel nothing but the sensation of us becoming one—even if it is only for just a moment in time.

      I’m on the brink of doing just that when I feel Adelaide start cumming on my tongue. The sensation pushes me over the edge. Just the thought of that tight and spasming pussy clenching down on my thick cock causes my seed to spurt from my tip in thick and gooey streams. Adelaide sucks it down like she’s dying of thirst. My only regret is the fact I didn’t get to watch her face as she did it.

      When she’s done, Adelaide spins to face me. She straddles me, not seeming like a shy virgin at all. The kiss she gives me is deep and passionate, the taste of our sinful deeds mingling. Breathlessly, she lies on my chest, an arm and leg draped over me—possessive in her own human way. My woman pants deeply, catching her breath, and I hold her like I’ve known her all my life, like she belongs to me, like I’ll never have to give her away.

      “That was amazing,” she says.

      “You should rest,” I tell her.

      “So we can do it again later?” she questions, looking up at me with a sly smile.

      I smile back, wondering if she can see the remorse in my eyes. “Because we leave for Briarmere in the morning.”

      “Oh. Okay. I guess I didn’t realize we were leaving so soon.”

      I lie there, staring at the ceiling, hating the passage of time because I know it is leading me away from Adelaide.

      “Brom?”

      “Yes, little one?”

      “Maybe after we figure out what’s going on with the witch…after we’ve made some kind of a deal… Maybe then we could…” She doesn’t finish her sentence.

      “You want me to take your virginity after we make our deal with the witch?” I ask, raising my head up to peer down at her. I feel honored that she would trust me with something so precious. I think about how far we’ve come.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” I say. “For now we should sleep.” I’m far from tired, but I do not wish to start an argument. Nor do I have any desire to reveal the truth to her. I’m walking dangerously close to the edge here. The closer I get to her, the worse it’s going to hurt when she’s gone. I know this woman is going to break me. Adelaide has been in my life for such a short amount of time, but already I don’t know what I’ll do without her.
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      Adelaide

      Brom isn’t one to wait around. Bright and early the next day, he’s got our gear loaded up and he’s ready to go. I dress slowly, hoping I might entice him in a little more sex play before we make our departure, but he seems to have a one-track mind. I remind myself he’s got to focus on the dangers of the wood and try not to be too hurt over it.

      It’s just past dawn as we make our way down the steps of the inn. Already I can hear the enthrall moaning quietly. Even as we step outside, I keep my eyes peeled for the half-blood orc and I wonder vaguely what the other half is.  

      “It’s not long now. We should reach the outskirts of her territory this evening,” he tells me.

      Well, shit. I think to myself. I’ve been selfish on this journey, caught up in these strange blossoming feelings between Brom, when what I should have been doing was thinking about what kind of deal I can make with this witch since I don’t exactly have any virgin blood on me.

      “Do witches like anything besides virgins?” I ask, hoping I don’t come off as too transparent.

      “I do not know. In my village there is an elder witch—she is on a journey right now, otherwise we would have simply gone to her. Danna. She’s a healer of sorts. She can help cure just about any illness, she can soothe the spirit, she even helps families with birthing. But the witch in Briarmere is not an elder witch. She is something else.”

      I slow my pace. “What do you mean? Something else?”

      “Let’s just say she’s not the one to go to when looking to soothe the spirit. Nor would you want her to birth your young.”

      “Is she dangerous?”

      “Does she live in the Perished Woods?” Brom asks with a crooked grin and cocked brow.

      “Okay, so yes. Obviously, she’s dangerous. But is she…I don’t know, scary? Should we even trust this person to give you the potions you want?”

      “The witch is willing to make deals; it’s important we keep it simple. We will not enter any dark agreements, those always come at a steep cost. If we keep that in mind, all will be well.”

      “How can you tell if an agreement is dark or not?”

      “Those are deals that usually sound too good to be true. Do not worry over any of this, Adelaide. I will be there to handle the witch. Trust me.”

      Trust me, he says, giving me a guilty feeling deep in my stomach. I begin to really worry about this little white lie. I followed Brom out here because I thought I could find a way to return the favors he’s done for me, but now I worry if I’ll be able to strike a deal at all. If I’m not, all this trouble will have been for nothing.

      I stop in my tracks and reach for Brom’s muscled arm. His skin is warm despite the early morning chill and I have to stop myself from asking him to hold me. Instead, I focus on the issue at hand. “Brom, why don’t we just go back to your lair and wait for the elder witch?” I suggest. “If you want, I could work for you until she comes back.”

      “Are you offering to be my slave Little One?”

      “Not a chance in hell. But I’ll help out--cook meals, clean up, try not to kill you or curse either of us.”

      He laughs. “Sounds enticing.”

      “I’ll even let you spank me when I’m naughty,” I tell him with a smile.

      He rubs his hand roughly over his face, murmuring something about the Gods as he does. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” he tells me. My face drops but he’s quick to jump in and offer an explanation.

      “There’s no telling when the elder witch will return. Her journey might be as long as a year. That is too long to keep you from your Aunt.”

      “That is a long time,” I admit.

      “So long I might not want to give you up at the end of our time together,” he says carefully, watchful of my reaction.

      I nod, thinking back on Brom’s cozy little lair beneath the bridge. If I hadn’t been so scared and angry I might have enjoyed our time there. Of course the way we met didn’t really allow for that. I think I will forever regret not spending more time in that especially beautiful fishing spot he took me to. Brom grunts and turns away and I wonder if he had been looking for some kind of response. I suppose he took my silence as the answer he sought. He continues leading us down the path and the ground beneath our feet becomes muddy.

      I think about Ellyn, wondering if she’s gotten word about the village yet, wondering if she thinks I’m dead. If I wait too long she might move and then I’d never be able to find her. I’d be all alone in this world. My foot slips on the wet ground.

      “Give me your hand,” Brom says suddenly, shaking me from my thoughts. “It gets wet up ahead.”

      “Gets wet?” I say, looking down at my shoes. Already the bottoms of them are caked with a thick layer of sticky mud.

      I give him my hand and look up the trail. He’s right. It definitely gets wet. We’re entering a bog and it seems our path disappears right into the very nucleus of it. With each step we take the ground gets muckier and the air thicker and more putrid. Brom takes out his axe and I get nervous, fearful of what might be lurking in the marshy waters.

      “Does anything live in there?” I ask, taking my own knife out.

      “Absolutely. But we should be more concerned with what lives there,” he says pointing ahead of us. I squint to see through the haze that lingers just above the waters. In the distance, at the far end of the bog, I see the lights of a small house.

      I hold Brom a little tighter. “What’s that?” I question.

      “Briarmere. The way they live out here isn’t like the villages we are from. They are spread out over many miles, making homesteads in the least hospitable of places.”

      “Well at least we don’t have to worry about a horde.”

      “I could handle a horde.”

      “Of course you could. But I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “Have you truly grown so fond of me in recent days Adelaide? Do you worry about me?” Brom teases.

      “Fond of you? I guess that’s one way to say it,” I tell him noncommittally. “I will say I’d be lost without you.”

      Brom stops short and looks at me, his expression serious. I hurry to explain my meaning.

      “Literally Brom. I’d be completely lost in these woods without you. I don’t even think I could make it back to the goblin inn from here.” I look back in the direction we came from. It’s an ocean of tree trunks swathed in a thin layer of mist. “Not that I’d want to…”

      He grunts at my explanation, seeming appeased by it and I hide my blush, wondering if we are ever going to talk openly about anything. When I look at him, he’s staring ahead at the house in the bog. Together we watch the little shack. The lights inside flicker softly like a candle. It doesn’t seem terribly ominous, but I’m not the expert on this place.

      “Seems kind of stupid, doesn’t it?” I say, waving my hand at the house. “Why wouldn’t the people ban together out here? There’d be safety in numbers. It could help them survive.”

      “Like the half-blood said, these are the rejected. For whatever reason, they had no place among their own people. They either like their privacy or they don’t get along well with others.”

      I think back on the woman looking into the window at the inn and to Celia’s last words to me… her suggestion that I go live like the beast that I am in these cursed woods. I wonder if things had been different if I could have ended up like one of these people, living alone out here.  

      Of course I also think of the beast named Trrowl, the orcs that razed my village, and the wild men who tried to ambush Brom and me. There’s really no telling what’s living in that house and even if they started out like me--a woman with no place she belonged--this place is cursed, who knows what they’re like now.  

      I sigh heavily, preparing myself for anything. “So the plan is to walk right past this person’s house then?”  

      “It’s the safest path,” Brom points out. My eyes follow where Brom indicates. I see raised bits of turf poking up through the water. Brom steps out onto them first and turns back to help me cross. It’s easier for him, his legs being so much longer than my own. I take the first leap, holding onto him for support.

      “Wait,” I tell him as my dress skims the water’s surface. He releases my hand so I can bend to tie the tattered hem up into a knot.

      “Adelaide…” Brom’s voice sounds too solemn for comfort. I straighten my back and look to him.

      “What is it?”

      “Don’t look into the water,” he warns. Unconsciously my eyes travel downward. “Adelaide!” Brom barks.

      “Sorry! Sorry! Why shouldn’t I look into the water? Is it the will-o’-wisps?” I ask, my heart rate increasing.

      “No. Nothing like that. It’s just… things sometimes die in bogs.”

      “Okay…?”

      “And they do not rot. If you look down, you might see something that would frighten you.”

      Beside me I hear the splash of water. “Brom!” I fret, gripping him tightly.

      “How about we walk quickly?” Brom offers.

      “Deal,” I agree, extending my legs to hop across the tufts of grass. Under our weight the tufts depress and water seeps up through them. The mud caked on my shoes makes each step I take precarious, but Brom steadies me every time I feel unsure of my footing.

      Though the water is dark, from the corners of my eyes I swear I see faces lurking just beneath the surface, but I tell myself it’s just my mind playing tricks on me. Still, every time I hear a splash I quicken my pace and bite back a whimper of fear. I pin my eyes on Brom, letting his monstrous form fill my vision.

      Luckily the path is not a long one and when I look over Brom’s shoulder I see we are nearing the little house. Up close, it certainly does not look ominous. Not in the least actually. It’s a very modest little shack, the pouch sagging inward. But in the windows delicate curtains sway in the mild morning breeze. I almost think a little family could live there. A husband and his wife, they’d fish for their suppers, living off the bog. They’d maybe have a child or two who would make their fun by skipping stones at the water’s edge. Despite the safe image my mind builds, when the door opens I startle, clinging to Brom.

      The creature on the other side looks as shocked as I feel, their eyes going wide--wider than one might think possible when they see Brom and me not 20 feet away. Their mouth falls open, gaping and wobbling a bit before words manage to work themselves out. “Angmar! Gussalen!” The frog calls. Brom and I remain frozen, watching the scene before us. From behind the house two smaller frogs, the size of human children, appear. They walk on hind legs like any man or woman might, but these creatures are frogs. When they see us, they run onto the porch, their parent ushering them quickly inside the house. With one last terrified look cast over her shoulder, the frog slams her door shut. Seconds later the curtains are quickly drawn, one by one. Still, I can see two sets of wide set eyes peering at us from what I imagine to be the kitchen window. The children are watching us with great curiosity.

      “Brom! What the hell was that?” I hiss under my breath.

      “Let’s go, we are frightening them,” he tells me.

      When we are far enough away, I look back. Watching us from the house is what I imagine to be the daddy frog, making sure we do not stick around to bother his strange amphibian family.

      “Were those people or frogs?” I question.

      “It seems they were both. I imagine there is a curse upon them. There’s no telling what their natural state might have been though. It is possible they could have once been humans. Of course it’s possible they are nothing more than what they are. If there’s one thing I know about these woods, it’s that the secrets it holds are boundless.”

      We continue our journey and the remnants of the bog melt away behind us. I cast one last glance at the water, my curiosity getting the better of me, and I see the surface ripple. Something long, thick, and undulating rolls out of the water and dives right back in--vanishing as quickly as it came. I yelp at the sight of it and bump into Brom, who laughs at me. I scowl at him.

      “I warned you not to look, Little One,” he tells me.

      “That thing was gross,” I proclaim seriously.

      “You didn’t see the half of it,” he agrees, raising his brows and laughing again.

      “Do we have to come back this way once we’re done?” I ask.

      “No, we will take a different road to Pontheugh. There’s a river to the east of Briarmere that we can follow to the great lake. We’ll have to trek the long way around the water though.”

      “Why not take a boat?” I question as we pass another small house. This one look unoccupied.

      “We might not find someone willing to give passage to a troll,” he answers. I nod knowingly. Even in a big city like Pontheugh, monsters from the Perished Woods are still monsters.

      “That’s fine, it will give us more time together,” I say, without thinking.

      “Do you want more time together?”

      “Huh?” I sputter. “Sorry, I know I’ve wasted a lot of your time already.”

      “I don’t mind,” he offers, nodding his head toward a small door built into the side of a hill. Brom holds his axe at the ready, but no one comes out as we pass by.  

      “It’s just, you thought you were getting a slave and instead you got this. I know I’ve been a lot of trouble. You don’t have to be nice about it.”

      “I was hoping for a slave. But it all worked out in one way or another. Things always do.”

      “Still. I can’t help but feel like you got a bad deal. I guess I just want to say sorry and thank you.”

      “I suppose you shouldn’t have to be sorry for not wanting to be a slave.”

      “Well I’m sorry I made a mess and hurt your back at least.”

      “It is already nearly healed,” he assures me with a wave of his hand. “But you can tell me why you’re thankful,” he says with a smile.

      “Fishing for compliments?”

      “It is one of my favorite types of fishing.” His expression is light and happy. I love it when he’s like this. Even with one eye on the strange little cottages dotting the landscape, he can still be so easy going. For all that he’s a troll--a monster of the Perished Woods--he’s still the light to my darkness.

      “Thank you for caring for me, protecting me, and offering to take me home.”

      He shrugs like it’s nothing, but to me it is, so I take a deep breath and I go on.

      “I want to thank you for talking to me too. Even… even back when I hated you. You’re the first person to truly talk to me since my parents died. The only person who seemed like they understood me… or at least wanted to understand me.”

      Brom reaches over and caresses my hair. “I’d carry any burden for you Adelaide.”

      I nod, knowing in my heart that he speaks the truth. “It’s made all the difference. For the first time I feel like I can have a future again, that I can move on from all this grief.”

      He nods but his smile looks forced. “Moving on is good.”

      The further we walk the more my mind travels back to Brom’s little lair. I was sad to leave it behind and now I’m even sadder, knowing I’ll never see it again. I watch Brom as he moves, the way his muscles flex and cord. He’s sexy, but he’s more than that. He’s my friend. It’s going to be hard to part ways with him. Seems like what I said earlier was truer than I realized. I really do feel like I’m going to be lost without him.

      I consider Ellyn again. She’s been living for years in the city. She might be the last of my family, but I hardly know her and all she knows of me is the silly girl I was before I lost my parents. She doesn’t know who I am now. I hardly know who I am. I’m only just getting to know myself beyond my grief. The best picture I had was the couple of hours I spent working in the Cocky Bull. I had fun then. It was the first time I was ever really allowed to be myself and people liked me for it. They liked my sense of humor and crass language. Suddenly I feel as if I’m walking further and further away from home, rather than closer to it.

      Ahead of us, a mossy bit of ground seems to move. Brom halts suddenly, putting a protective arm up to hold me back. Then, the moss rises. I stare at it in shock, wondering what will come of this new bit of oddness. Slowly, my mind makes sense of the greenish-brown mass. It’s a figure in a cloak, slowly approaching us, wobbling heavily with each step.

      “Who goes there?” Brom asks, his voice deep and reverberating.

      “Guardian of the witch’s land,” comes a dry voice from beneath the hood. “I am here only to give you warning. Beyond this point everything is dead. Eat only what you have in your pack and do not drink the water here.”

      “What of the witch?” Brom questions.

      “Her army will guide you to her.”

      “Her army?” I gasp and the cloaked figure turns to me.

      “Follow them and no harm will come to you,” he assures.

      Brom thanks the man… if that’s what he is at all, but I hesitate so that I may ask one last question.

      “What types of things does the witch value?” I question. “Do you know what kind of deals she makes with her visitors?”

      “She will find something to take from you. She always does.”

      Brom tugs at me, but I watch the cloaked figure return to his seat at the base of a tree. Once he settles into his spot, the moss covering him falling into place, I can hardly tell there’s anything there at all beyond the gnarled stump of a tree.

      “We will not be making any deals with the witch beyond the one we came here for,” Brom insists. “If you have some idea to make a dark deal with her, I demand you cease that line of thinking immediately.”   

      “I know… I was just curious, in case she doesn’t want what I have to offer.” Surely there will be something I can trade her to help Brom get his supplies back. I worry though that I am being naïve. Brom knows this place and these people better than I do. For the first time, I consider telling him the truth and seeking his aid. Maybe he’ll have a better idea. Or maybe he’ll turn us around and take me out of here, drop me off in Pontheugh, and have nothing for all his trouble.

      I’m deep in thought, considering the very limited knowledge I have of witches. Which basically consists of a handful of fairy tales my parents told me as a child. Other than a special trinket and the blood of a virgin, I have no idea what this witch might want from me.

      The trees around us clear and we are left in an open meadow. Though midday has come and gone, the sun never seemed to get any brighter than it is now and the sky has the dull gray of dawn to it.

      Here in the meadow the haze that has been following us has turned into a thick blanket of fog, not allowing us to see farther than a few paces ahead of us. Other than tall, dead grass, poking up through the mist, all I can see is rounded mounds of dirt making little hills all along the path. Brom raises his axe before him and takes on his battle stance as he walks. He looks ready for an ambush.

      “What’s wrong?” I whisper. He inclines his head, motioning toward the mounds of dirt.

      “Her army,” he answers quietly.

      I screw my face up, confused by his response. But I look closer at the unnatural mounds, that are about as high as my thigh. When I focus on them, I notice an eerie detail—they look like massive bodies lying on their sides. Looking ahead along our path and even out into the meadow…all I can see peeking up through the fog are mounds. They surround us, as far as the eye can see.

      “There.” Brom points ahead of us. A lone mountain rises from the center of the meadow. My heart pounds in my chest and I can’t shake the foreboding feeling inside of me. As the mountain comes into focus, I see a few spindly trees curving out from the sides of it. Crows line the branches and though I cannot see them well, I can hear the flapping of their wings and the ungodly caws they make. One hand grips Brom’s muscled arm and the other holds the hilt of my knife.

      “There’s a cave in the hillside,” Brom notes. “That is where the witch will be.”

      “Brom!” I say suddenly. “I don’t know about this. Maybe we shouldn’t.”

      “There is nothing to fear when I am with you, Adelaide,” Brom tells me confidently, and while I trust him to win against anything that might try to fight him, I don’t know that he can protect us against a witch’s magic. We hesitate on the path, looking at one another. I bite my lip trying to think of something to offer him instead of the witch. But our attention is broken by the sounds of crumbling earth all around us.

      I gasp in horror as one of the mounds of dirt shifts and rises to its feet. “Gollums,” Brom growls. I draw nearer to my troll as more and more of these creatures rise up around us. They are faceless and larger than any man, comparable in size to my Brom. I tell myself they are just dirt and they can’t hurt us. But slowly they begin closing in on all sides but one.

      “They are forcing us toward the witch’s den,” Brom tells me, his voice not nearly as frantic as I think it ought to be.

      “Brom, I have something to tell you!” I confess as the gollums push us toward the cave entrance. We stumble forward under the army’s pressure, nearing the fissure in the rocks. Over us I can hear the mad cawing of crows and the flap of what sounds like a hundred wings.

      “You can tell me later, Adelaide,” Brom says, his attention on a gollum pushing him roughly from behind.

      “No! I can’t! Brom, I need to tell you now! I’m not a virgin!”

      Brom spins to look at me, his eyes wide. When he searches my face, he sees the truth there. He rips his gaze from me and I see him gripping his axe, looking for a route of escape amongst the gollums. But we are surrounded—engulfed by the witch’s army.

      “I’m sorry, I thought I could think of another way to help you before we reached her, Brom, another deal I could make.”

      “We didn’t have to come here, Adelaide,” Brom growls.

      “I wanted to give you something in exchange for everything you’ve done.”

      He rubs his forehead roughly and looks around, considering our options.

      “It’ll be okay. She’ll just have to make a different deal with us,” I tell him. “Right?”
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      Adelaide

      One last push and Brom and I are forced beyond the threshold of the cave. The sound of dirt crumbling and grinding fades away, vanishing as if it were never there to begin with. It’s dark in the cave and the only thing I can hear is Brom’s angry breaths and the slow sound of water dripping somewhere in the distance. Ahead of us is a dim light.

      I grab Brom in the dark, fumbling with him until I find his face. I pull him down toward me, pressing his forehead against mine. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I thought I could work it out on my own.”

      “You say you trust me, Adelaide!” Brom growls, trying to control his anger.

      “Of course I trust you. I just…I don’t know. I didn’t want to be so helpless. I wanted to be able to offer you something in return for waking me from that sleeping curse and promising to take me to Ellyn. And maybe I still can. I just, I just thought you should know before we see the witch. Please don’t be angry with me, Brom. I swear my heart was in the right place.”

      He sighs heavily. “I’m glad I didn’t know,” Brom tells me finally.

      “What? Why?”

      “Had I, I’d have fucked you senseless the entire time we were at the goblin inn. I wouldn’t have been able to restrain myself.”

      I pull away, feeling a little confused. “I don’t get it. Are you glad we didn’t have sex?”

      He takes another deep breath, warring with himself over what to share with me. “I want you badly, Adelaide, but the closer I get to you, the harder it’s going to be to let you go. If we had sex…if we made love…” He sighs again, taking a long pause. “I promised to take you to Pontheugh,” he finishes, as if that explains everything.

      “Enter!” comes a voice from within the cave and I jump in response.

      “We will talk to the witch, but I refuse to allow you to make a deal with too steep a price.”

      I nod in agreement and Brom takes my hand, leading me down the twisting corridor towards the light. Along the way I see dark catacombs twisting off from the main path, but the light is so faint there, I cannot tell how far they go back or if they lead anywhere at all.

      Finally, we round the last corner and the cave opens up into a massive cavern, the ceiling high above us. Light shines in from somewhere high above and it ricochets off crystals embedded into the walls of the cave. Every sound echoes and those water droplets I heard earlier are amplified. For a moment I appreciate the beauty of this place, with clear and amethyst-colored crystals jutting from every surface. But then I take in the center of the room. Woven around all the stalagmites is a sea of bones. I gasp in horror when I see it and grip tightly to Brom.

      “Step forward,” the voice calls out. It echoes off the walls until the sound is senseless. I crane my neck to see where it is coming from. All I have to do is follow Brom’s gaze. In the center of the cave there is a thick stalagmite, rising high above the rest. Stairs run the length of it and the top has been carved into a throne. On it sits the witch. She’s so high up I can barely see her.

      “I’ll speak only with the girl,” she says. “Troll, you can wait in the catacombs.” She makes a motion like she’s waving him away, dismissing my protector.

      “She makes no deals without me,” Brom insists.

      “I will speak with her and send her back to you. You can decide together if you wish to deal with me or not.” The witch sounds unconcerned.

      “No tricks?” Brom demands.

      “I’m a witch, not a magician,” she says plainly, her voice echoing throughout the cave.

      I can feel it in Brom’s body when he acquiesces to the witch’s request. His tense muscles relax and I know he plans to leave me alone with her. “Don’t you dare leave!” I hiss quietly.

      “I will be in the corridor, Adelaide. If you are in danger call my name and I will be by your side.”

      I whimper, but nod in agreement. I can do this.

      “And do not make any deals without speaking to me first. Even if it’s something that sounds innocent enough. This is a decision we will make together, agreed?”

      “Agreed.”

      “Promise me,” he growls.

      “I promise!”

      Brom's hand finds my cheek and he tilts my face toward his, kissing me blatantly before the witch. I feel awkward about our audience, but I kiss him back, drawing strength from the connection we have.

      He gives me one last stern look before he turns his back, stalking toward the gaping hole in the cave where we entered. Once he’s gone, I turn and face the witch. She waits until it is just the two of us before she rises from her throne and begins to make her way down the rock. Her movements are jerky and inhuman. Just watching her makes fear coil tightly in my stomach, and the nearer she gets, the more reason I see to be fearful.

      The first thing I notice about her are her eyes…or the lack thereof. In the place where her eyes belong are thick and nasty black stitches. The skin beneath them looks long since fused shut. Her skin is pallid, reminding me of death. She wears no top and her breasts hang free. Around her neck and coiling down one arm is a long, thin snake. I cannot see where it begins nor ends, but I can see it moving nonetheless. Her hair is long and dark as night. On her head she wears a crown of horns, dead and blackened in their appearance. Her only garment appears at first to be a skirt, falling at about knee length, but upon further inspection I see the true horrors that clothe her. Affixed by some type of crude belt, the witch wears dozens of human arms around her waist. With every jerky motion that she makes, the arms sway, seeming to move on their own accord. I swear I can see the fingers twitching…

      The closer she gets, the farther I back away until I’m pressed against one jagged wall of the cave. I pray that she can’t see me, but still she draws ever nearer. Brom’s name is on my lips as she reaches her hand out toward me… The hands around her waist seem to follow. I clench my eyes shut and cringe, turning away from her, ready to scream for help.

      “Hush…” she whispers. “Do not be scared, little one.” Her voice is soothing and serene enough to make me peek over at her, but despite her gentle tone she still looks like a walking nightmare.

      I garner my courage. “I’d like to make a deal with you. My companion needs magics—simple potions. I…I ruined the ones he had and wish to replace them.”

      “Potions?” a soft smile graces her lips. “A love potion perhaps?”

      “No, nothing like that. More like healing, things for protection…I don’t know exactly what he had, I just…” I trail off, not knowing what to say.

      “A simple enough request.” She reaches for me again and I watch her hand slowly approach, feeling unable to stop it. She grips my arm. Although her touch is gentle, her flesh feels like needles on my skin. I want to pull away but feel powerless to do such a simple task. Instead I let her guide me away from the wall. She poses me, holding both my arms out, and she begins to walk around me, getting close enough to sniff at my skin and hair. I feel more than one set of hands inspecting me and bile rises in my throat. I’m on the brink of tears when she comes around to face me again, putting precious distance between us.

      “They tell me you like the blood of virgins,” I say.

      “You are no virgin,” she replies, crossing her arms over her chest. The tilt of her chin almost makes her look amused, but I can’t imagine what she must be thinking. Hells, I can’t imagine what I was thinking coming here to make a deal with a being such as this witch. Angry Adelaide, so far from home…

      “It doesn’t matter,” the witch tells me. “You possess something I value even more.”

      Swallowing hard, I dread what she might ask. I grip my arms, hugging myself and wondering if she’ll request my appendages to add to her hellish skirt. As my fears mount, a tiny wisp of fire appears near the witch’s shoulder. I recoil when I see it, averting my gaze.

      “A wisp!” I cry out.

      “My friends in the wood,” the witch explains, cocking her head to the side to listen to the whispers coming from the wisp.

      “You control them?” I question, my voice blatant with accusation.

      “I did not send them after you, if that’s what you mean to ask,” the witch supplies. “I only listen to the stories they tell. They do tell the most wonderful stories.”

      “Angry Adelaide, so far from home. You started this journey all alone…” she says, her voice taking on a sing-song like quality.

      “Why did you say that? I was just thinking the same thing…” I say, growing increasingly wary. She ignores me though and listens instead to the soft, humming whispers of the wisp.

      “I still want your blood, little one,” she says abruptly. The way she uses Brom’s pet name for me is unnerving and it feels perverse coming from her. “Not much, just a few precious drops.”

      “You do? Even though it isn’t virginal?”

      “Like I said, you have something inside of you I value even more. There is but one thing I need you to do for me first however.” I consider her meaning…something inside me she values even more? What am I but my anger and grief? It isn’t like I’m pregnant and there’s a first-born child to steal.

      “What is it?” I ask, my voice cracking.

      “I want you to make love to the troll.”

      “You want me to do what?” I gasp. Not that I don’t want to make love to Brom, but I don’t fully understand what the witch intends to get out of it. “And you’ll…watch us?”

      She laughs at that. “No, not at all. I prefer you have your privacy. There are rooms in the catacombs.”

      “What is your purpose?” I demand. “Do you wish to steal a child or corrupt my womb?”

      “Those are dark thoughts for such a fiery thing,” the witch tells me, that soft smile looking out of place on her harsh face. “Once you give me your blood it will hold no link to you or the troll. I have no intention of causing either of you any harm. Your blood will simply be a useful ingredient in the strongest of my spells.”

      I stare at her, disbelieving, but not knowing what else to say.

      “Go, speak with your troll.” She waves her hand once and the wisp turns from orange to a cool blue and falls silent. “Follow the wisp and it will lead you to a room. Whatever your decision, you may rest here for the night. Bring me your answer in the morning.”

      I nod, wanting nothing more than to get as far away from her as possible. Without even realizing it I’m already backing away and I stumble over a stalagmite and fumble to catch my balance. When I look back to the witch she is gone.

      “BROM!” I yell.

      The sound of his heavy footfalls bounces off the stone walls as he rushes to me. He’s got his axe in hand and he pulls me close to him, searching the cavern for the witch.

      “Where is she?” he growls.

      I take a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. “Come on, we can rest here for the night. She offered us a room so we can make a decision about her offer.” I tug at him, indicating we should follow the blue wisp. Still, he rakes the room with his gaze before he narrows his eyes on our fiery guide.

      “Fine,” he says, moving to follow the cold flame. Brom never releases me. The entire journey down the dark catacombs is done with one arm wrapped protectively around my shoulders, and even though we are in the belly of the beast, somehow I still feel safe with Brom.

      Eventually the little blue light comes to a halt, hovering just before a worn wooden door. Brom pushes it open. I’m surprised to see sconces lit on the walls inside, their flames whipping happily. The stone walls are smooth and rounded, almost looking as if they were carved out naturally by the gods. The cold floor is blanketed in a plush rug, with terracotta hues. There is a table along one wall, stacked with food and drink I wouldn’t dare lay a finger on, lest it be cursed. Brom, too, eyes it with dismay. The only other feature in the room to speak of is a large bed topped with thick blankets and fluffy pillows. As inviting as it looks, Brom and I both still consider it suspiciously.

      Brom latches the door behind us and stalks around the room, searching it for dangers. When he finds nothing, we both make the tentative journey to the bed, taking seats on the plush mattress.

      “What does she ask for?”

      I take a deep breath, ready to tell him everything. “She still wants my blood, but with one caveat.”

      “Which is?”

      I steel my expression and look Brom in the eyes. “She only wants it if you and I make love first.”

      “What is her trick?” Brom growls.

      “She says there’s no trick, only that a few drops of my blood will be a good ingredient in her spells.” I shrug, not knowing what to make of it all.

      “Does she think we might make a child? Is she planning to steal it?” Brom asks, clear worry lacing his voice. I take his hand in mine. It’s so large and rough, still, he holds on tightly as if seeking comfort from me.

      “I asked her that. She didn’t seem to have any interest in us or our children. She only wanted my blood, after we make love.”

      “I don’t trust her, Adelaide. This deal isn’t worth it.”

      “Maybe it is,” I counter. “If she’s telling the truth, she’s only asking for what we came here to give in the first place.”

      “But how do we know she’s telling the truth? If we make love and a child comes from our union, I would go mad with worry, always fearful that the witch might one day come for our child. Or for you, while it still grows within your belly. There is no question in my mind, Adelaide, this is a deal we will not make.”

      I nod, agreeing with Brom but still unable to shake my guilt. “But your things, Brom. I ruined them. And this whole damn journey—it’s been a waste. Ever since I came into your life, I’ve done nothing but cost you—”

      “Stop, Adelaide,” Brom urges, rubbing at his forehead with his free hand. “I don’t know why I even brought you here. I don’t make deals with dark ones like this witch …I think…” He sighs heavily, “I think I only sought to buy more time with you,” he confesses. “But it was a thoughtless decision on my part.”

      “You wanted more time with me?” I question, somehow finding it hard to believe. “Even after how ugly I was to you in those early days?”

      “Temper or not, a man or beast would have to be mad to not want more time with you, little one.”

      “I’ve always been suspicious of your sanity now that you mention it,” I tease. But Brom shows me his sincerity by pulling me into a kiss. It’s short and his lips are gentle against mine. He ends it by settling me into his lap and wrapping me in a hug. He feels so comforting and safe. A part of me never wants him to let go.

      “It isn’t fair for you to take me all the way to Pontheugh and get nothing in return,” I say against his neck, reaching around behind him to toy with his thick ponytail.

      “I suppose it wasn’t fair that I tried to make you my slave,” he counters.

      “Does seem foolish in retrospect, doesn’t it?” I agree, burying my face in his neck and breathing him in.

      “Indeed it does.” He sighs heavily once more and runs his thick fingers through my hair. “I suppose I was just lonely and then I saw you. Before I even saw the orcs trailing you, I noticed this beautiful hair of yours, wild around your face like a halo.”

      “I must have looked crazed with fear.”

      “You looked like…a woman. Soft and feminine. It seemed like you needed me and I thought that maybe if I helped, you might feel indebted to me. That maybe after a while, you would even want to be there.”

      “You were truly that lonely?” I ask, furrowing my brow at the thought. “What about the fae?”

      “Enough about the fae,” Brom chides. “They are loopy and boring creatures. I wanted someone to talk to, someone who could make me laugh and help me pass the hours.”

      “Why not go to the village, spend time with your cousin and the others at The Cocky Bull?”

      “I was chosen to guard the bridge. It is an honor to have such a role, but it can sometimes make me feel alone. It sets me apart from the others in more ways than one,” he says, and I get that. I know what it’s like to be part of a community and yet still be on the outside of it.

      “What will you do once I’m safely in Pontheugh?” I ask, thinking of Brom returning to his lair all by himself, coming in to light the fire and being surrounded by lonely silence.

      “I’ll be fine,” he promises. “I have all our fond memories to keep me company,” he laughs.

      “There are so many,” I say sarcastically, joining his mirth. “I can hardly imagine which is your favorite. Maybe the time I spilled hot soup all over your cock?”

      At the mention of his sex I feel it twitch and harden beneath me, poking against my ass. It sends shivers of anticipation up my arms.

      “There are a few hot things involving you and my cock that I promise to think of long after you’re gone.”

      “Brom,” I ask, pulling away to look at him. “Since I’m not a virgin anymore—”

      “Apparently you haven’t been a virgin for some time.”

      “True…but since now you know I’m not a virgin, what’s stopping us from making love?”

      “I won’t make this deal with the witch,” he reminds me firmly.

      “No, I know. I’m not talking about her though. I’m talking about us. We could still make love, we could even do it here, tonight.”

      “Don’t tempt me, Adelaide.”

      “Why not?” I ask, trailing my fingers across his hardened jaw. “I want you, Brom.” I wiggle on his lap. “And I can tell you want me too.”

      He groans and pinches his eyes shut.

      “How long until Pontheugh from here?” I ask.

      “Four days.”

      “Let’s make the most of our time together,” I urge. “I don’t want to miss this chance,” I tell him. And I realize I really don’t. I want to be with Brom, more than anyone I’ve ever known. And even if I never see him again, I know I still want this.

      Still, he’s silent. I angle his face to look upon me and he opens his eyes. The look in them is pained, desperate almost, and I want to kiss it all away. “Brom, make love to me,” I tell him, searching those sad eyes. He almost looks like he’s going to push me away, but instead he twists us both until my back is on the bed and he is raised above me.

      “Ask me again,” he urges, his voice as needy as his eyes.

      “Let’s have sex?” I offer, unsure of what he’s looking for.

      “No. Ask me to make love to you.”

      I soften at his request, smiling up at him. “Make love to me, Brom,” I beg, pulling him in for another kiss. Again he is nothing but gentle with me. It calms me, slowing down my usually rushed pace. In his kiss he makes me feel everything, every swipe of his tongue and even the breath playing between us. I luxuriate in it.

      Together, we work to peel off each other’s clothing and we take our time, admiring one another’s bodies. Tonight our foreplay is the look of reverence reflecting in our eyes and hungry kisses on sensitive flesh. This is nothing like our frenzied sex play back at the inn. This is something more, something that touches me on a deeper level. Emotion swells inside of me, and when Brom presses the head of his cock against my entrance, looking into my eyes for permission, I bite my lip and nod to him, blinking back tears. My heart is full. Every cell in my body is alight, charged with this electric thing that’s been building between us. For so long, all I allowed myself to feel was anger and so suddenly I find myself at the other end of the spectrum. Now the dam is broken and all these feelings come rushing in. It’s a shock to my system.

      Slowly, he presses into me, his thick shaft stretching my body around him. It doesn’t hurt, it just feels so good to finally feel again. Still, Brom’s careful with me and he watches my expression for any signs of discomfort.

      “It feels good,” I assure him, his cock half buried in me.

      “Gods, Adelaide, it feels so fucking good,” he groans, resting his forehead on mine.

      I grip his ass, the muscles there tight and firm, and I pull him toward me, giving him allowance to become fully seated. He sucks in his breath as the final inches of his cock are sheathed. By the time it is, we’re both gasping for air.

      “You’re so tight,” he tells me, his voice strained.

      “I love the way you feel, Brom,” I confess. He pauses to look into my eyes, caressing my cheek. That simple touch might be the most intimate moment I’ve ever had with a man before…or a troll for that matter. Then he kisses me and for once, I let him lead.

      His kisses match the rhythm of his thrusts. With each swipe of his tongue he pulls back, only to bury himself within me once more. The place where our bodies join is slick with our shared arousal, and despite his size, Brom moves with ease. Soon, I lose myself to the sensations, throwing my head back in ecstasy. Every time I manage to open my eyes, I see Brom’s attention is locked onto me, searching to learn the things I like best.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he tells me, and the way he says it makes me feel like it’s true.

      There are words on the tip of my tongue. I want to say something, to let him know what this means to me…what he means to me. “Brom,” I start, but I don’t quite know what to say.

      He takes my hand and presses it to his lips, kissing my palm and each fingertip. “You will give nothing to the witch,” he warns. “Not a single drop of blood. Until we reach Pontheugh you belong to me, Adelaide, every part of you. You’re mine.” His words are desperate and the pace of his thrusts quickens.

      I nod, agreeing with him. “I’m yours.”

      He presses close to me, so that we are chest to chest, skin to skin. His body grazes mine and my nipples pucker at the contact, but he’s also causing friction against my clit and I bite back a shriek of pleasure. To be honest, though, it isn’t just the physical sensations affecting me so. It’s the way Brom claims me. It isn’t like it was before. He isn’t a master declaring me his slave. No, the way he talks makes me feel like we belong to each other.

      “And you’re mine,” I whisper into his ear, my lips grazing the golden rings there.

      “Until the end of time,” he professes, his sharp fangs brushing tenderly against my neck. My brain hardly has a chance to process the weight of his words before I start to see stars. My climax rocks me, turning my world upside down and inside out. I call out his name as my body spasms and grips onto his rock-hard cock. I know he can feel me cumming by the way he growls, wild and with reckless abandon. He sounds like a beast. Hells, I sound like one too. And then he’s cumming right along with me, filling me with a blossoming heat. A second wave of my orgasm hits as he delivers short, finishing thrusts into my pussy with his steely rod. With each earth-shattering movement, I feel more of his cum spilling out of me, slickening us until the sounds our bodies make are perverse and ungodly enough to stroke myself to for the rest of my days.

      Slowly, our bodies come to rest and the only sound in our borrowed room is that of our panting breaths. I feel ruined. Brom was right when he said I’d never want a human man after him. In this moment I can’t imagine wanting anyone besides Brom ever again.

      Then Brom rises and when he breaks contact with me, his absence is felt in the depths of my soul.

      “Where are you going?” I ask, too tired to sit up. He smiles at me, warm and loving, and retrieves his water and a small cloth to clean us with. Wordlessly, he begins to wipe me down and I’m so thoroughly fucked I can do nothing but spread my legs and let him. We share a little water and he lies back down beside me, both of us still nude. He wraps me in his embrace and I reciprocate.

      For a long while neither of us speaks. If he’s anything like me he’s worried about breaking this spell between us. Besides, what would we have to talk about? The fact that we only have four short days of each other’s companionship before we part ways in Pontheugh. The fact that we will likely never see one another again. Or would we talk about our fevered confessions, our proclamations of ownership? I shake those thoughts from my mind. He said I was his. I told him he was mine. But people say lots of things during sex. Brom probably didn’t mean any of that. Not really at least.

      And what did he really say anyway? That I belong to him. I’ve heard that from him before. Sure, it felt like what he meant was something more…but what do I know? Maybe all I heard was what I wanted to hear.

      Brom’s the first one to break the silence. I’m disappointed, though, when it’s with his usual practical philosophy. “You should rest.” My heart sinks, but when he turns to me, I know my fears are unwarranted, because he looks at me with affection in his eyes, pure and dedicated.

      “Yeah…” I trail off, reminding myself we only have four days left. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt happy, since I’ve felt cared for. I wouldn’t want to ruin what precious little time we have left with an argument. So for once I opt to not rock the boat.

      I trail my hands over his muscled chest, careful of new scars and memorizing the old. I’m surprised when a yawn involuntarily escapes my lips. “Are you tired?” I ask him. “You should sleep too. Maybe we could take shifts?” But then Brom’s caressing my scalp, running his fingers through my hair, and before I know it, I’m in a deep and comfortable sleep.
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      Adelaide

      Morning comes and I dread leaving our room and facing the witch again. But it’s time to move on from this place. Brom packs our things and he somehow leads us back to the main cavern. He stops at the entry, though, and urges me inside, not without a kiss, of course, and fervent warnings to make no deals with the witch. Then he disappears back into the dark corridor.

      I take a deep breath and step into the cold and echoing room, my eyes going first to the witch’s throne. But she is not there.

      “Hello?” I call out, looking cautiously into the shadows. I remain in the light the crystals provide and wander the room a bit. I startle when I trip over a large bone and I nearly die of fright when the witch reaches out from some unseen place to steady me.

      “GODS!” I exclaim, and though she releases me as quickly as she grabbed ahold, the icy remnants of her touch are haunting. “You frightened me,” I tell her, not knowing what else to say.

      “I can sense I have my answer.” The witch frowns. “It’s a shame,” she adds, walking around me again like she did the day before. I have the impression that she’s inspecting me again. And she even holds her hands out as if taking in warmth coming off of me like a fire. I inch away from her.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her.

      “May I ask why you chose to refuse such a simple arrangement?” she asks. I don’t want to tell her the truth, that we didn’t trust her enough to not bring us harm. I hardly trust her to allow us to leave. But she watches me, waiting for me to speak. So I give her the only reason I can think of.  

      “Fear,” I say simply, hoping I don’t offend.

      “Fear.” She smiles. “That is an ingredient easy to come by here in these woods. But what you have…” She leans forward, smelling me. “What you have is rare, precious even.”

      “What do I have?” I ask, not understanding.

      “The blood of a woman in love,” she answers. I baulk at her response.

      “Love? I’m sorry, you must be mistaken.”

      “I am never mistaken, little one.”

      “Nevertheless, there is some kind of misunderstanding here.”

      The witch’s mouth curves into a smile and she laughs, coarse and grating. Somehow there’s no mirth to her empty smile and it makes chills runs up my arms. “Will you grant us safe passage from this place,” I ask cautiously.

      “You are of no interest to me if there is not a deal to be made. Go, I will not stop you.” She waves me away and her skirt of arms sways with the motion. I cringe, already beginning to make my retreat.

      I feel safer and braver with every step that takes me away from the witch. Just before I step into the corridor, I look back on the looming cavern and the cold blue lights reflecting off the crystals. The witch has somehow already made it back to the top of her throne, lording over piles of old bones, all alone in a cave in the heart of the most cursed place in all the world. I can’t help but wonder how long she’s been sitting there and who she was before she found herself in this place. It seems like a very lonely existence.

      With that thought in mind I barrel straight into Brom’s chest. I gasp, startled by the sudden presence of another. But when I realize it’s my Brom I wrap my arms around his waist. He hugs me right back, stroking my hair.

      “Everything’s fine,” I tell him, knowing he must be eager to hear what was discussed between the witch and myself. I blush at the memory, hardly able to believe she suggested I might be in love with Brom. That’s impossible of course. I’ve never heard of a human falling in love with a troll. Besides, I don’t know how to love. I barely know how to like, let alone love someone. Still, I can’t help but feel something as Brom holds me. I chalk it up to fear and my eagerness to leave.

      “Let’s go,” he urges, taking my hand, and I follow him, desperate to get far away from this place and the unsettling feelings it brews inside of me.
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      Brom

      We emerge from the witch’s den. There’s still a dense fog lingering over this place, a fog that I imagine never clears. The one thing that is clear, however, is a path cut between the gollums. Still, I keep my eyes on them and my weapon drawn, ready to defend Adelaide with my life. But they are silent and still. The only sounds are of dirt crunching beneath our feet and the occasional caw from a crow.

      We don’t turn back in the direction we came, back toward my village and home. Instead we face east, toward the human city of Pontheugh. We remain silent as we pass the gollums, listening for any signs of danger, but eventually we do pass them by, and the distance between us and the witch of Briarmere grows with every step. And still, long after we have left the witch’s territory, that silence lingers between Adelaide and me.

      The darkness of this wretched place seems to have burrowed itself inside of my heart and I long for the outskirts of the Perished Woods. And yet I don’t. The closer we get to the outskirts means the sooner I say goodbye to Adelaide and nothing could be darker than that.

      This is it, I tell myself. We are on the road to Pontheugh and my last four days with the only woman I’ve ever loved have begun. The weight of that realization is heavy on my mind and whenever I glance at Adelaide, she looks as lost in her thoughts as I am.

      “It’s different here,” Adelaide points out. There’s no bog in this direction, the ground is dry and there is no mist. By midday we can even see blue sky instead of gray peeking through the canopy of the forest. Still, it does nothing to lighten the mood between Adelaide and myself. Neither of us speaks again until I hear Adelaide’s stomach growl some time later.

      “We should take a break,” I realize.

      “I think I need one,” Adelaide confesses.

      Inwardly, I kick myself. I should have been paying closer attention to her needs, instead all I’ve been doing this morning is wallowing in my own broken heart. I lead Adelaide to a stone, she takes a seat and I pass her our drinking water and some food. I hover over her as she nibbles at her meal and she averts her gaze. A sudden fear washes over me.

      “You did not make a deal with the witch, did you?” I demand.

      “What? No! Of course not. I promised you I wouldn’t,” she reminds me.

      I let out a sigh of relief. “I’m sorry,” I say, scrubbing my face with my hand. “You looked troubled and I…” I shrug. “And I’m a fool.”

      Adelaide looks up at me and her expression softens. “It’s okay. I’m used to it,” she teases, melting away at the darkness inside of me and warming me with her light. When we look into each other’s eyes her smile grows. I vow to remember the way she looks right now, her green eyes shining and the sun reflecting off her ruby red locks.

      I close the distance between us and press a kiss to the top of her head. She leans into me for a moment before she sets her food aside and wraps her arms around me.

      “Brom.” Her voice comes out barely more than a choked whisper.

      “What is it, little one?”

      “I…I don’t know,” she breathes out, still clutching onto me. I’m hardly fit to comfort her right now, not when I take so much of my own comfort from her embrace. Selfishly I pull her hair back and tilt her face up toward mine, kissing her with desperation.

      I had no plan for anything beyond a kiss, but then I feel Adelaide’s hands undoing my belt. It takes only a second to hike up her dress and press her back against a tree. Then we’re panting with need. She wraps her legs around me, clutching me with her thighs. My hands dig into her fleshy hips and my cock settles against her already slick core. All I need to do is pull Adelaide against me and her pussy swallows my cock. She cries out at the sensation, but the sound is smothered by our kisses. I pump into her, desperate for the love her body gives me. I want to profess my feelings to her. With every stroke of my cock into Adelaide’s welcoming pussy, I want to tell her that I love her. She grinds her sex against me as we make love against the tree while I suck on the lobe of her ear, growling and grunting, being pushed ever closer to my breaking point. When she cums, it sends me over the edge. Nothing can compare to the way it feels when my woman cums on my cock.

      “MINE,” I snarl through clenched teeth as Adelaide’s moans of ecstasy echo through the trees.

      We stay frozen like that for a long while. It isn’t until my cock grows soft that I surrender to the fact that we must move on. Reluctantly I set her down and we both wash up. Neither of us speaks of our coupling. Not last night’s and not of the frantic thing we just did against that tree. I don’t know Adelaide’s reason for silence, but I know my own. Taking her to her new home so that she can be with the only family she had left is the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life. Every step we take, every second that passes, it breaks me.

      I can’t stop myself from thinking about the fact that soon she will be gone, yet I can’t imagine what my life will be when she is no longer in it.

      The rest of the day is much like our morning, filled only with polite small talk and a few short breaks, but for the most part we are silent and I listen to the sounds of the forest, vigilant for signs of danger. I watch the sway of Adelaide’s hips and the shine of her hair. I focus on the way her hand feels in mine and lick my lips in a vain effort to taste her there.

      In the evening I build a large fire to keep the wisps away, but they never arrive. We share a meal and discuss the progress we made on our first day. It seems we walk faster when silent. It’s a sad realization.

      We tidy our modest camp after dinner and Adelaide asks for the healing cream Davio gave her. I pass it to her and her fingers graze mine. I close my eyes and lose myself to the feel of her massaging the nearly healed wounds on my back. They don’t hurt, but I still find my woman’s touch soothing.

      I open my eyes to Adelaide straddling my waist and wordlessly we make love again, just as hungry and frantic for one another as we were a few short hours before.

      The next morning is bright and clear I rue the weather for not being analog to my emotions. It should be a day for clouds, rain, and thunder. Instead, the sun shines and birds sing and I hate the world and everything in it. Everything except for Adelaide of course.

      Seconds turn to minutes and minutes to hours. No matter how bad I want to slow the clock, time keeps on moving forward and so do we. We don’t talk much and instead fill the space between us with desperate lovemaking every chance we get. And on the third day, just before dusk, we come to the great lake. We have left the Perished Woods and entered the land of men.

      I hold back a limb and Adelaide makes her way through to get a better view of the city. Before us is the rocky bank and far in the distance we can see the stone walls of Pontheugh, the bustling docks, and even the castle high on the hill.

      Adelaide hugs herself and I place a hand on the small of her back, not knowing what she needs in this moment. I suppose there was a time when she thought she might never see this place and now she is finally here. Somewhere inside the walls of Pontheugh is Adelaide’s last remaining relative. A part of me feels proud that I was able to bring her here. I’d do anything to make Adelaide happy, no matter what the cost.

      “I’ve never been here before,” she says quietly. “The biggest village I’ve ever been to is Willowbend.”

      I scoff. Willowbend is a tiny smear of shit on a map, with nothing to its name but a small dock that ferries people across the great lake to Pontheugh.

      Adelaide elbows me. “Sorry,” I tell her and she graces me with a gentle smile.

      “I know Willowbend isn’t anything special. Still, I’d never been farther or seen a place so big…and now here I am in Pontheugh.”

      “It’ll take another day before we are inside the city,” I correct.

      She shrugs at the technicality. “It’s big,” she states. “Looks intimidating.”

      “That’s what you said about me in the beginning and now look at us,” I tease. She rolls her eyes at me and bumps into my side.

      “How will I find Ellyn in all of that?” she asks, her eyes grazing over the thousands of rooftops.

      “With my help,” I promise, wrapping my arm around her shoulder and kissing the top of her head.

      After dinner we make love again by the fire, but before Adelaide can dress, I stop her. “Wait,” I say. “I have something for you.”

      I dig down to the bottom of my rucksack and retrieve the heavy package, wrapped in leather and tied with strings. I pass it to Adelaide, who looks nervous and unsure. She reaches for her knife but remembers it was left in the leaves near her old dress.

      “I’ve got it,” I tell her, using my own blade to snap the strings. She pulls back the leather to see what’s inside. Her eyes go wide.

      “What’s this?” she asks, shaking out the dress I bought her back in my village. It’s midnight blue velvet, making her skin look like the moon and her hair like the rising sun. The bodice is piped with gold and the neckline is any man’s dream. Suddenly I wish I would have chosen something more modest, but I brush away the thought. Adelaide will look stunning. She looks like my dream.

      “You got this for me?” she asks, her tone doing nothing to hide her surprise. “When? Why?”

      “Back in my village. I couldn’t very well send you to start your new life in Pontheugh looking like a beggar woman,” I say lightly, helping her with the dress. Carefully she steps into it and I assist in lacing the bodice.

      “I suppose my old dress has seen better days,” she agrees. “But, Brom, this is beautiful. Too beautiful! You shouldn’t have, I don’t have anything to offer you,” she laments.

      “I didn’t ask for anything in return,” I assure her.

      She runs her hands over the front of the dress, admiring the soft fabric. “This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever owned. Thank you, Brom.”

      I nod, unable to speak. She just looks so stunning there by the light of the fire. She’s like a vision and I hope to keep this memory with me for the rest of my days.

      “I’m just surprised you got this for me way back then.”

      “It was not so very long ago,” I counter.

      “A lot has happened since,” she points out.

      “This is true,” I agree, taking her into my arms. She certainly wouldn’t have let me hold her like this a few short weeks ago. “A lot has happened, and yet not so much has changed.”

      “I thought you hated me then,” Adelaide confesses.  

      “Hated you?” I ask, genuinely shocked. “What would make you think that?”

      “Because of everything that happened, but especially because you wanted to get rid of me. I wager there aren’t many slaves who get fired.”

      “Wanted to get rid of you?” I shake my head. “Never. I was only tired of hurting you, Adelaide. I wanted to help you find peace. I certainly didn’t bring you all this way only so I could get rid of you. If I wanted that, I could have dropped you in the stream and been done with it,” I tease, trying to make Adelaide smile.

      “And yet tomorrow you will be… Getting rid of me, that is.”

      “Don’t think of it like that,” I tell her.

      “How…um.” She bites her lip. “How do you think of it?” she asks carefully.

      I shrug. “I try not to.”

      “Oh,” she says, looking at the ground. Neither of us speaks and the only sounds are of the crackling fire and the lapping of the water on the rocks not far from us.

      Finally Adelaide ventures to speak. “I’ll miss you.”

      Her words are like an arrow to my heart, echoing my sentiments…the ones I’ve been trying so hard to bury. Adelaide looks up at me and I see tears welling in her eyes. I cup her cheek in my palm and look down at her. She’s beauty, vulnerability, strength, she’s comedy, folly, and heart. Human or not, she’s everything I could ever want in a woman. And while I might not be able to say the words, maybe if I kiss her, she might feel the love behind it.

      But before I have the chance to lean in, I hear the snap of a branch and I spin in time to see the onset of a raid coming down on us. Swords flash in the firelight and the faces of men emerge from the woods. At first all I can hear are their shouts, but then I hear Adelaide screaming and that’s what makes me see red.
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      Adelaide

      I’m screaming for them to stop, trying to tell them that Brom is no monster. But they don’t listen. Brom pushes me back and gets to his axe in one swift motion. Though these men have armor, Brom slices through it like they were the bare-chested wild men from back in the Perished Woods. At first, I think they’re no match for my Brom, but more and more of them pour from the shadows. They leap at Brom like animals, swarming him, and just as I’m about to dive blindly into the fray, a hand snakes over my mouth and another goes around my waist.

      I scream again, but the sound is muffled, so I opt instead for kicking and scratching at my captor. When that doesn’t work, I bite him.

      “Arg! You wench!” the man hisses, jerking his hand away.

      “BROM!” I scream. Brom swings his arm and throws four grown men back on their asses. When he turns and sees me restrained, his demeanor shifts, no longer on the defensive. His eyes assess the crowd as he plots his next move. Before I can blink, he’s felled the two men that stood in the distance between us and thrown a knife into the throat of the man that held me. He falls to the ground, but before Brom can get to me another is quick to take his place. This one though, he holds a knife to my throat.

      “Stop right there!” he shouts. “Take another step and you’ll regret it, troll.”

      “Please,” I beg, choking back sobs. “You don’t understand…”

      Brom holds steady but doesn’t lower his axe. His yellow eyes seem to glow with rage.

      “Leave the girl alone,” Brom demands.

      “It speaks!” some of the men gasp and I cringe. Monster or not, Brom doesn’t look like an animal. Of course he speaks.

      “Quiet, everyone just be quiet,” the man behind me orders. “I’m making a deal with the troll. You like deals, right, troll?”

      Brom answers with a sneer, flashing his vicious fangs at my captor.

      “We’re here to rescue the girl. I can see you don’t want her to get hurt. So drop your weapon and put your hands behind your back and I promise you, no harm will come to her. In the morning we’ll ride her back to Pontheugh, back to where she belongs. Safe and sound.”

      “I do not trust you,” Brom growls. “You promise to keep her safe, yet you hold a blade to her throat.”

      “Now, now. This is not for her, this is for you,” the man says, wiggling the knife against my neck. “I’m just trying to make sure you don’t kill any more of my good-intentioned men. We’ve come here to save the girl, don’t make it any harder than it has to be.”

      “Hurt her and I will make your death very hard on you,” Brom vows.

      “Time is running out on this deal, troll. Drop your weapon and put your hands behind your back.”

      While I know Brom would never let me get hurt, I’m still shocked when he tosses his weapon to the side.

      “No!” I scream, terrified of what they might do to him. The men inch forward, but Brom doesn’t put his hands behind his back until the man holding me lowers his knife. Then, the others pounce. They wrap Brom with ropes, tying his arms down to his body. Brom doesn’t struggle, he only watches me, his brow furrowed and his nostrils flaring.  

      I sob and try to kick free of the man’s hold, but once Brom is secured, they drag us in opposite directions.
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      Adelaide

      The knight sits with me as others construct tents in the surrounding area. A short distance away I can see the light of the fire Brom built. It seems the rest of the king’s men have carried away the dead and are now congregating by the warmth of the flames, tending to the many injuries Brom inflicted on them. I know Brom isn’t with them and I dread what they might have done to him.

      “Please, you don’t understand. He’s a good person, my village was slaughtered by orcs, I ran into the Perished Woods to escape, but the orcs chased me. Brom saved my life and brought me here to ensure I got to my aunt safely. He did all that out of the kindness of his heart. He’s taken nothing in return. I’m sorry he killed so many of your men, but you attacked us. He was only trying to protect me!” I say, pleading my case for the hundredth time. But my words fall on deaf ears.

      “You have had a terrible time, I can tell. But you don’t have to protect this troll any longer, you’re safe with us. We can get you to your Aunt and see to it you get the help you need,” he assures me in a placating voice.

      “The help I need?” I echo.

      “You aren’t thinking clearly,” he tells me. “You’re hysterical.”

      I baulk.

      “Now, don’t get upset,” he’s quick to say. “A reaction like this is understandable after all you’ve been through. Once you have your family by your side, and help from a doctor or priest, all will be well again.”

      “I’m not hysterical,” I try to reason. “I’m scared you’re going to hurt my friend. Please, I’ll go with you, but you have to let him go.”

      “This one’s all done,” another armor-clad man calls from a nearby tent.

      “Thank you, Nash!” the knight answers, then turns back to me. “The first thing you need is a good night’s rest. I assure you, come morning your mind will begin to clear and you’ll feel better for it. Smile, miss. You are among civilized company once more.”

      My jaw tightens and I want nothing more than to leap at this foolish man’s throat. I’ve heard all this before, all this placating and down talking. I know what this knight wants. He wants me to be the damsel in distress and the fact that I don’t fit that mold must mean I’m hysterical or not in my right mind. This is exactly how I was treated when my parents died. Gods forbid I feel anything besides melodramatic gratitude.

      I take a deep breath, willing my hands to stop shaking from anger. I know this road all too well. If I show them too much of what I’m feeling they’ll turn on me and I can’t have that. Seems like maybe I will have to play the damsel after all, if I’m going to make my way back to Brom that is.

      I put my hand to my head and sigh. “I suppose you’re right. Thank you, sir. It’s been weeks since I entered the woods. It’s a very disorienting place.” Dipping my chin, I look up at him through thick lashes—my best attempt at looking sheepish.  

      His smile lights up. It’s what the foolish man has been waiting for. “It’s amazing you survived as long as you did.”

      “My parents’ spirits must have been watching over me. It was the thought of them that gave me the strength to continue,” I lie, trying to think of the sweetest thing I could say. The words leave a sour taste in my mouth however. It makes me realize for the first time that as much as I’ve missed my parents over the past year, I’ve never tried to commune with them since their deaths. I’ve visited their graves of course, but never spoke to them. Even on this dangerous journey, I haven’t once thought to send a prayer to my mother to lend me her strength or considered what my level-headed father might do were he in my shoes.

      The knight gives me a sympathetic look and offers me a cup of water. His eyes are dark and his lashes thick. There’s scruff on his jaw that makes him look rugged and his hair is cut short in that messy way that makes women want to run their fingers through it. He’s exactly the kind of man I would have flirted with when I was young and stupid.

      “I am sorry to hear about your loss, miss. It’s becoming a common story as of late. The orcs have been on a warpath which started long before your village,” he informs me. “A dozen settlements between here and Envercress Castle have been burned to the ground. That’s why we’ve been so heavy with our patrols along the border of the Perished Woods. This troll isn’t the first beast that the orcs have shaken out, and refugees keep finding their way to our city’s gates.”

      “So it’s happening all over then? How terrible.” I feign a shudder.

      “Do not worry, miss, you’ll be safe with us,” the knight assures me.

      “I know I will be. You and your men did best a troll, after all.”

      “He was a strong one.” The knight laughs, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck. Contrived modesty if I’ve ever seen it.

      “Thank goodness you didn’t have to fight him yourself,” I say emphatically. “If it weren’t for you threatening to kill me, he might have taken down your entire patrol.”

      “Oh, I doubt that,” the knight assures me, his smile faltering ever so slightly.

      “Still, it was very cunning of you to play on the troll’s one weakness. You should be proud of yourself,” I tell him, twisting the knife.

      His smile fades, but he maintains his polite demeanor. “I would do anything to save a woman in need.”

      “Well, I commend you on your keen ability to detect those in need. I’m sure it will take you far, Sir…”

      “Baker,” he tells me, his smile tight and forced. “Bennett Baker. You should take your rest, miss. I know you’ll be feeling more yourself come morning, then we will see what we can do about getting you to your aunt.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him with a gentle smile. He offers me his hand so that I may rise.

      “I’ll put a guard on your tent so you have nothing to fear throughout the night,” he offers.

      “That’s very thoughtful of you. Good night, Bennett Baker. May the gods bless you with just rewards for your deeds this evening.” I give the man a shy curtsy. His cocky and self-important smile lights up his rugged face. He appears appeased once more…while I secretly hope he trips over a rock and knocks his front teeth out.

      I duck inside my tent and listen as he assigns a guard to watch over me. At least his heart is in the right place, I think to myself as I eavesdrop on his instructions to my guard. He must be young. An idealist. I’d assume everything in life has been handed to him if it weren’t for his humble surname. I listen as Bennett walks away, then I bide my time forming a plan in my mind.

      I want my blade. If I’m lucky it’s still out there somewhere by the fire. If I’m unlucky, one of Bennett’s patrolmen has already discovered it. There’s only one thing left to do.

      For the first time in a year, I drop to my knees and clasp my hands in prayer.

      “Ma,” I say quietly. “Da…” I choke on the words. “I know you’ve been watching over me all this time. Not just since I found myself on this journey, but since the day you left this life. And…and I have to say I’m not proud of the way I’ve been. I don’t suppose you would be either. I was lost for so long, without you both to love and guide me. But I want you to know, I’ve found my way. Please walk with me just this one last time. Help me get back on the path I belong on.”

      I have never been a particularly spiritual woman, but in that moment, I swear I feel the presence of my family’s love and I open my heart to it.

      I rise, taking a deep breath, and step out of the tent.

      “May I help you, miss?” the guard asks.

      “I can’t sleep,” I tell him. “I’m still spooked from everything that happened earlier. I thought I might sit by the fire for a while, just until I get tired enough.”

      The guard looks a bit older than the young Bennett Baker, but twice as stupid, for sure. He nods his assent and leads me over to the fire. Logs have been felled to offer the remaining men seating and they talk quietly around the fire. I scan the area for what I’m looking for, all the while mentally calling on my parents’ spirits to guide me.

      Suddenly I see something brown discarded in the leaves—my dress. I make my way to the nearest log and take a seat. My guard hovers close and I motion to him.

      “I notice some of the men have meals,” I point out. “I hate to be a bother, but could you spare a few rations?” I ask politely.

      “Of course, miss,” the guard tells me, looking embarrassed I even had to ask. He hurries away toward a small, crowded tent. It must be where someone is doing the cooking. Most of the men around the fire are concerned with their own meals and the others are deep in conversation. No one is watching me. I lean back toward my discarded dress and skim my hands through the leaves. I’m not feeling anything, so I brave a glance. As luck would have it, a leaf shifts on the breeze and beneath it I see something metallic—light from the fire reflecting off of it. Indeed, someone is watching over me.

      I cast a glance back to the men around the fire before I take the knife in hand, carefully dragging it closer to me and I tuck it under the bodice of my dress, the dark fabric hiding any lumps the knife creates.

      The guard returns and I thank him for the small bowl of fish stew he offers me. I take my time eating the meal, listening to the men talk and hoping to hear something of importance. They worry over the orcs and a few even express concerns over the king’s ability to deal with the problem. “These woods are becoming more and more dangerous,” one of them worries.

      “If it weren’t for the captain, that wretched troll would have killed us all,” another points out.

      “It isn’t just trolls we have to worry about out here on the border.”

      “Trolls,” one of the men spits. “I don’t see why we have to round up any of these cursed beasts. I say we execute them and bring an end to the problem once and for all.” He waves his hand to the south and my gaze shoots in that direction. Far out amongst the trees I see the dim light of a torch burning. It could be another set of tents for the remainder of the king’s men, but something tells me it’s more. Something tells me that’s where I’m going to find Brom.

      I finish the last bite of my stew and turn to my guard. “I’m ready to go back to my tent now, if that’s alright with you,” I say. When I rise to leave a few of the men nod or offer me a respectful bow. They’re a polite bunch and I hope I don’t have to kill any of them. I do know one thing however, I’m getting Brom and we are getting the fuck out of here.

      Together.

      Once back in my tent, the remainder of my simple plan falls into place. I cut a short slit in the back of my tent and slip out through it, the guard at the front never the wiser. I step carefully across the leaf-covered forest floor, making a wide berth around the encampment and the bonfire at its core. Once beyond the fire, I pull my knife free, making haste lest my absence in my tent be discovered. I search for the torch lights I saw before, my hands shaking with fear as I pray it was a true flame I saw and not more wisps.

      Eventually the light comes into full view. A twin set of torches stand staked into the ground. In the center of them is a cage and I can tell from the size of the shadowy figure within that it’s my Brom. Quickly, I tuck the knife back into my bodice and I emerge from the bushes, hurrying toward him.
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      Brom

      When Adelaide appears from the brush, I push myself to my feet, ready to fight my way out of this man’s cage. Bound or not, I will find some way to save my woman. The knight hears her approach and rises as well. When she sees him, she stops in her tracks, a look of surprise crossing her face.

      “What are you doing here, miss?” the knight asks.

      “Bennett, you startled me,” she gasps, her hand flying to her chest. I growl low in my throat. How does she know this one’s name?

      “I’m sorry,” he says, smiling warmly at my Adelaide. “It was not my intention. Though it is funny that I startled you more than this troll here.”

      “Yes…well, I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      “I gathered that. What were you expecting?” he asks. I don’t like the way he’s talking to her. He reminds me of a sly fox, coaxing his prey nearer so that he might strike.

      Adelaide’s expression grows steely. “I had to get something off my chest before I’d be able to move on,” she tells him, never once looking past the knight to lock eyes with me. I press closer to the front of the cage, willing her to look at me.

      “I can’t imagine what you’d have to say to a troll,” the man called Bennett challenges.

      “No, I don’t believe you can imagine,” Adelaide tells him. At first her words sound strong, but then her voice cracks and she puts the back of her hand to her mouth. Her eyes fill with tears as her shoulders tremble gently with a muffled sob.

      “Miss—” the knight says. His sly smile vanishing, he steps forward to comfort my woman. When his hand touches her elbow my blood boils and I growl, bumping into the bars of the cage.

      “I’m sorry,” Adelaide apologizes. “What I’ve been through over the past weeks, no woman should ever have to endure.”

      The knight’s back becomes rigid. “Did he harm you?” he asks. “The mage has asked us to gather these cursed ones for him, so that he may conduct his experiments. But if this one harmed you, I won’t allow him to take another breath.”

      “No, nothing like that,” Adelaide assures, swiping at her tears with one hand. I can’t help but notice her free hand on the knight’s mail-clad arm. “But there were other indignities…things I don’t wish to speak of in front of a man. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Of course, I didn’t mean to—”

      Adelaide waves away the knight’s worries. “You’re a good man, Bennett, a knight in shining armor,” she says, smiling shyly up at him.

      I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Adelaide is flirting with this man before my eyes, acting like a schoolgirl and batting her wet lashes at him. It’s a side of Adelaide I haven’t seen before and I can’t bear to see another minute of it. I kick my cage door in anger and the metal rattles.

      “Is that thing secure?” she asks, gripping onto the knight’s arm.

      “It is. There’s no way that beast is getting out of there without a key,” he assures her.

      “Thank goodness,” Adelaide breathes out, her hand landing on her chest. I see the knight’s eyes flash over her bosom. I’m going to kill him, I think to myself. My mind reels over the scene playing out before me. Is Adelaide truly so happy to be back with her people, has she forsaken me so quickly? I feel sick inside over the thought of it.

      “I wanted to say a few things to the troll, so that maybe after this awful ordeal I can move on with my life,” she says sadly to the knight. He looks down at her with sympathy.

      “Shall I step away and give you some privacy, miss?”

      “No! Please stay close. I’m frightened to be alone with him,” she pleads. I snarl and kick at my cage again, hardly able to believe what I’m hearing coming from Adelaide’s lips, lips that only a few short hours ago were so eager to meet with mine.

      “I’ll stay with you then. You’ll be safe with me,” he promises.

      “Thank you.” She smiles, tucking some of her wild locks behind her ear. “There’s something about you, Bennett Baker. You make me feel like everything is going to be alright.”

      Adelaide’s words sicken me. I kick the cage again and again, unable to control my rage. I want to murder this man and all his brethren. Then there’s Adelaide… I don’t even know what to say to her. Have I truly caused her so much pain? Was she playing me this whole time, a means to her end? The cage rattles as I bang against it.

      “Stop that!” the knight orders, turning his attention to me. “You have caused this woman enough pain, the least you can do is hear what she has to say! You owe her that!”

      I kick the cage again in defiance and the knight draws nearer. If only my hands were free. I could reach between these bars and rip his pretty human face right off. But before he has the chance to speak another word, Adelaide’s hands are around him in a flash, one tangled in his hair and the other presses a blade to his neck. Both the knight and myself are frozen with shock.

      Though her voice trembles, still she speaks. “Unlock the cage and I promise we won’t hurt you or your men.”

      The knight swallows, his throat moving and making the knife shift. I see a drop of crimson slide down his throat. “And if I don’t?”

      “I kill you, search your body for the key and then when I let Brom out we may or may not kill all of your men,” she answers, her eyes wide, as if shocked by her own words and actions.  

      “I don’t understand. Why are you trying to help this monster?”

      “You don’t have to understand me, Bennett Baker. All you have to do is unlock that damn cage.”

      “You promise you won’t harm my men?” he brokers.

      “Brom?” Adelaide asks, looking up at me.

      I nod. “I won’t,” I say, my voice coming out like gravel.

      The knight fishes the key out and fits it into the lock. The door swings open and I step out, my arms still bound, my gaze locked onto Adelaide’s the whole time.

      “And what do you plan to do with me?” the knight asks, his chin held high. I answer him with a head butt, knocking him out. Adelaide rushes to begin working on the ropes binding me, sawing them with her blade. She only has to carve a few short notches before I’m able to rip free of them. Still, I watch her tentatively, wondering what the next step in her plan might be.

      “Come on!” she urges.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Away from these men, before they see what we’ve done!” she commands, gripping my hand. Together, we run back into the Perished woods.

      We run like that for what feels like hours, the moonlight guiding us, but no pursuit ever comes. We either lost them, or the unconscious knight has yet to be discovered. We don’t stop until we reach a brook, its babbling sounding crisp in an otherwise silent night. Adelaide leans on a tree, catching her breath.

      “Are you alright?” she asks as she sucks in air.

      I go to her, pulling her hands into my own. “Are you?” I want to embrace her. I want to press kisses to her lips and tell her I’ll never let her go. But I don’t know what comes next, so I bite my tongue instead.

      “I’m fine, they treated me well,” she answers, running her hands over my chest in the moonlight, searching for injuries. “You were the one bound and locked in a cage. Do you have any injuries?” she presses, continuing to search me rather than waiting for my answer.

      “Adelaide, what are you doing? You had a ticket into the city. You should not have come for me.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” she baulks, pulling away. “What kind of person do you think I am? Did you really think I’d let them hurt you? That I could just walk away and go start my new life, never wondering what became of you?”

      “No…I just…I wanted you to be happy and to find your family.” I face the direction of Pontheugh, though I can’t see it through the miles of darkness. “I don’t know how I’ll get you back there now.”

      “Brom—”

      “Don’t worry, Adelaide, I’ll think of something.”

      “No, Brom, we have to talk,” she says, stepping in front of me, forcefully garnering my attention.

      “I suppose we should,” I agree. Too much has gone unsaid between Adelaide and me. We haven’t talked about this thing going on between us and I haven’t dared to speak of the depths of my feelings for her. What would be the point, if her heart’s only desire is to leave?

      “Yes. We should,” she says, wringing her hands. Still, the silence between us stretches out awkwardly.

      “I spoke to that knight earlier, right after we were captured. His name was Bennett.”

      I stiffen and my nostrils flare in anger. “I did not like what I heard pass between the two of you.”

      “Believe me, I didn’t either. The way he—” Adelaide cuts her words short when she sees me cross my arms over my chest. “Brom…are you jealous?” she asks, a smile playing at her lips.

      I huff. “Jealous? Of a pathetic thing like that man?”

      Adelaide smirks, but continues. “When I spoke to him, I realized something. He was exactly like the men from my village. He expected me to be the damsel in distress, to be this two-dimensional cartoon of a woman, and when I didn’t fit that model—when I had emotions, thoughts, and beliefs that differed from what he expected of me—he started to write me off as hysterical.

      “And believe me, Brom, I don’t want to sound like a hypocrite. I know you’ve seen me actually be the damsel in distress. But that’s not all I am. I might be scared sometimes and once or twice I’ve needed rescuing. But I’m more than that. I’m human and I might be flawed, but I’m fine with who I am. For the first time in a long while, I’m okay with me.”

      “There is nothing wrong with you, Adelaide. If that man made you feel otherwise he’s the one who’s wrong.”

      “I know. I’ve always known that, but they tried to make me feel crazy for knowing it. And what I realized is that I don’t want to go back to a place that’s going to make me feel like the outcast, that because I’m a woman or pretty, that I have to live my life on the surface—fearful to emote.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I guess I’m wondering if The Cocky Bull might be hiring,” she says with a shrug.

      My heart races in my chest. “Do you really want to go back to my village? There are no humans there, you’d be all alone in that sense.”

      “Humans are overrated. Besides, I wouldn’t be alone. I mean, not if I have…not if you’re around, that is.”

      I’m struck speechless by these new revelations.

      “I don’t want to bother you though, of course. I just remember you had said you were lonely before and I thought that maybe…” She trails off, looking nervous.

      I take a deep breath and think about what I want to say to Adelaide, my woman, the love of my life. “Leaving you in Pontheugh was going to kill me, Adelaide,” I confess.

      “I wouldn’t have let them hurt you.”

      “No, even if the men hadn’t come. If I’d have been able to walk you to your aunt’s door and seen you safely inside. Turning around and walking away, that’s what would have killed me, little one. But I’d have done it, a thousand times I would have done it, if only to make you happy.”

      “Why? Why have you done all this for me, Brom?”

      “Because I love you. I love you more than I ever knew it was possible to love another. I don’t even know when it started, but still, it happened.”

      Adelaide puts her hand over her mouth and big, wet tears spill from her eyes.

      “I kissed you,” I confess. “Back when you were in the throes of the sleeping curse. I kissed you and you awoke. It’s said only true love’s kiss can wake a person from such a spell. I should have known then. Maybe I did.”

      Adelaide wipes her tears away. “Do you know why the witch wanted my blood, even though I wasn’t a virgin?” she asks. “She said she desired the blood of a woman in love.” Adelaide laughs. “Could it be the world knew before we did?”

      “Perhaps we are both simply too stubborn to admit such a thing,” I offer, smiling at my woman. She inches closer to me and wraps her arms around my waist.

      She shakes her head. “I’m not,” she tells me. “I’ve turned over a new leaf. I decided I’m not going to waste any more time being unhappy and I can’t think of anything that would make me happier than loving you.”  

      I feel peace in my core like I’ve never known. Adelaide is mine, now all I have to do is make sure it is forever.

      “How are we going to do this, Adelaide? I told you once if a troll wants a woman to be his wife, he simply throws her over his shoulder and carries her back to his lair. Somehow I don’t think that will work for you though.”

      Smiling brightly at me, she shakes her head, dismissing the notion.

      “Can I make a promise to you then?”

      “Please.”

      “We will walk together now and always as friends and lovers. I will never ask you to be a slave to me, only my woman. Spankings will only be for pleasure and I will always let our children believe that you are the better fisherman.”

      She laughs and burrows against my chest. “Do you mean it, Brom? You really love me?”

      “More than I could ever put into words. And can you really love me, a monster? A troll?”

      “My love for you is so deep it runs through my veins.”

      “But your family,” I remember. “You wanted to get to your family.”

      “I may not have gotten to Ellyn, but I have no doubt that I’m with my family.”

      “I’d say a kiss is past due,” I tell her, and she stands on tiptoes to wrap her arms around my neck. She is pure sweetness and a hint of vanilla.

      “Shall we go home?” I ask.

      “I’d love to. I’ll even help you clean the fireplace when we get back.”

      “Damn right you will,” I tell her. “We’ll be scrubbing char off the wall for weeks.”

      “I’ll make it up to you,” she promises.

      “You already have,” I tell her, gazing lovingly into her eyes.

      “Brom?”

      “Yes, little one?”

      “You haven’t even seen me get started. I guarantee I’m a better fisherman than you.”

      “Let’s go home and you can prove it.”
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      Adelaide

      “Get off your feet, Adelaide! Join us for a card game or two!”

      “I’m working, Everard! Besides, what do you think Crum would say if he came out and saw me sitting around playing cards with you beasts?”

      “You’re a generous woman if you think Crum could even see you,” Aldous points out.

      “Hell, she must be a generous woman if she’s Brom’s wife!” Everard teases.

      “Don’t listen to him, Adelaide. He’s just jealous,” Malkyn shouts from the bar.

      “Don’t you know it!” Everard agrees, slamming his mug on his table. I roll my eyes and laugh as I head into the kitchen.

      “Smoked turmeric!” Crum shouts, the top half of his body obscured by a cupboard. He spins, to shake a little bottle at me. “This is the secret ingredient in more than half of my dishes! Smell that, smell that!” he urges, shoving the little jar under my nose.

      “Ooo, that’s lovely!”

      “Who’s cooking tonight?”

      “Probably Brom, I’m feeling a little tired,” I confess. The old troll hobbles to a rickety stool and slides it over to me.

      “Well, if Brom is cooking you’ll need the turmeric. Sprinkle a bit on top of whatever he makes and it just might turn the tides. Next week I’ll tell you all about my love affair with paprika,” he says wistfully, passing me a human-sized bowl of stew.

      “How exciting,” I tease.

      “You make fun now, but you won’t be when you have my spice-rubbed grilled fish. No, then you’ll be singing my name—CRUM! CRUM THE MAGNIFICENT!” The old man raises his cane in the air and dances a jig as he sings his own praises. I nearly snort stew out of my nose.

      “Gods, is this what they pay you for?” a familiar voice asks. My heart races in excitement, even after all this time.

      “Brom!” I jump from my seat and rush to the half door leading out back. Brom leans in to give me a kiss. When I open my eyes, he holds out a bouquet of hand-picked wildflowers.

      “And they all said I was the generous one,” I say, taking the blooms.

      “Who said that?” he asks, frowning.

      “Never mind,” Crum interrupts. “Are you here to steal my woman again?” the old troll demands, grabbing the discarded jar of turmeric and shoving it back into my hands. Smiling, I tuck it into my apron pocket.

      “Thank you, Crum.”

      “I’d swear she was my woman,” Brom argues.

      “Shows how much you know,” Crum says, snickering. “Go on, sneak out the back, girl. Might as well leave a little early today.”

      I give the old troll a kiss on the cheek before I leave and he playfully accuses me of being in love with him, eyeing Brom to see if he can get a rise out of my husband.

      “Don’t make me fight you, old one. I pride myself on being a reasonable troll, but I can only take so much of your flirting with my woman,” Brom warns him and Crum eats it all up, strutting around the kitchen like a cocky rooster.  

      “You sure I can leave early?” I ask.

      “Go on, I want you to try that smoked turmeric,” Crum urges, shooing me from the kitchen.

      “Tell everyone I said goodbye!” I call.

      “What am I, your slave?” I hear Crum grumbling as we walk away.

      “That old troll is too much,” I tell Brom once we are on the path home.

      “He’s lucky he’s an elder or I wouldn’t allow half the flirting the two of you do,” Brom points out.

      “Oh stop, Crum’s harmless. He only flirts with me when you’re there. I think he just likes to stir up trouble.”

      “I’m not jealous,” Brom assures me, taking my hand. “I’m glad you’ve found a family here. And I’m glad Crum teaches you all of his recipes. I’ve never eaten so good in my life.”

      “Good,” I say, smiling, and we swing our hands as we walk. “How was your day?”

      “A merchant crossed the bridge. He had been looking for Willowbend.”

      “That’s a shame,” I sigh, thinking of another village cut down by orcs.

      “I gave him an updated map, sausage, and a few fresh apples before I walked him to the new crossing point. He traded for blankets. They’re very nice. Soft and warm and one is small.” Brom holds up his hands to show me the miniature size. “White with lavender blooms stitched into it.”

      I smile warmly, excited to see it when we get home. “It sounds beautiful.”

      Ahead of us a group of troll children play in a winding stream, hopping off the bank and splashing each other with the chilly water. The sound of their laughter carries on the wind, following us on our walk home. Though we aren’t walking long before I have to stop for a break.

      “Would you like me to carry you?” he asks, placing a loving hand over my belly, the bump there definitely troll-sized.

      “I’m okay, I just get winded so easily anymore.”

      Brom ignores me and scoops me into his arms. I’m too happy to argue. “This is actually kind of nice,” I admit.

      “It is where you belong.”

      I agree, nuzzling against Brom’s neck as he carries me home and I daydream about a little white blanket covered in lavender blooms, tucked warmly around our half-human, half-troll baby.

      Family is a funny thing. There’s the one you’re born with and the one you build. And both can be filled with so much joy and love.

      For a long time I was lost without my parents, feeling like I would forever be alone in this world. But then I met Brom and somehow or another there was a spark between us, and that spark caught fire. Along the way he’s reminded me of all those life lessons my parents tried to instill in me and he’s even taught me a thing or two about relationships I never knew before. He’s the only person who’s ever taken the time to get to know me, tried to understand me, and stood by me through my highs and lows. And when you find someone like that, you don’t let them go. Instead, you try your best to reflect all that love back, so they can feel as treasured as you do. Now neither of us is alone anymore.

      I see the bridge in the distance. Light filters in through the trees, reflecting off the stream water, making our home sparkle like a diamond. It looks like something out of a fairytale.  

      In the beginning, these woods were as frightening to me as Brom was. And don’t get me wrong, each are equally dangerous. But it seems I’ve fallen in love with both. I can see how people end up out here and sometimes I even think of Aunt Celia’s last words to me. She was right. I am better off in the Perished Woods and not because I’m a monster. While she may have seen only darkness in me, Brom only sees the light. Of course this is where I belong.
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      First and foremost, thank you so much for giving my book a chance. I don’t know if I’ll ever stop being amazed by the fact that people want to read my stories. I can’t even begin to tell you how exciting that is for me.

      

      I’d like to also give my special thanks to Aquila Editing, my very patient cover artist Madelene Martin, the generous Bex McLynn (thank you so much for the read through and all your suggestions, they helped take Tamed to a whole new level), and to all the lovely members of the Sci Fi/Fantasy Romance community who are always ready to answer questions and lend a helping hand--Kate Botting, JM Link, Honey Phillips, Tiffany Roberts, and Samantha Rose.

      

      Now, let me take a moment of your time to beg for a review. Not just for me, but for all the indie ladies out there busting their butts to build worlds for the rest of us. Being an indie author isn’t easy, but we do it because we have a passion for writing. And I know you have a passion for reading, because not so long ago I was devouring a book a day on KU just like you. Reviews mean the world to indie authors and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t scour Amazon at least once a day to see what people think of my creative endeavors. So please, spare a moment for us authors. Leave a few thoughts behind before you move on to the next story.

      

      Speaking of the next story, I’ll be hopping back over to my Alien series. Alien Bond is nearly complete. It tells the tale of the golden Sovolian aliens, Gile and Mire. This is my first attempt at a MFM storyline and I have to admit, it’s been a little intimidating to write. When you add a third person to a romantic relationship things can get… interesting. It’s been a fun ride and I can’t wait to share it with you!

      

      After that, I’ll follow my inspiration. Whether it takes me back into The Perished Woods with a story about the Half-Blood Orc, or to something brand new--Contemporary Romance perhaps? Time will tell. Until then, happy reading and thank you so much for giving my book a chance.

      

      Stay up to date on my books at https://www.facebook.com/tracy.lauren.148 or my Facebook group https://www.facebook.com/groups/280490619460186/. And if you’re looking for more of my work read on for an excerpt from Hunting Faith.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Excerpt from Hunting Faith

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Faith

      I casually eye the guard passing my cell as I recline on a hard bunk. The guy’s got guns but no key cards, so I let him continue on without a word. He doesn’t hesitate to leer at me, though, and I keep my expression blank, not wanting to incite an interaction with the male. Luckily, he doesn’t slow his pace.

      For some reason they’ve put me in a fairly isolated area of the barge, which is odd. Most prisoners are housed in barrack-like environments, not private cells. Not that my cell is luxurious in any way. No, it’s so small I can touch every wall when I stand in the center, and the barred front offers me no true privacy. The only amenities include a small toilet and water spout…which, I suppose, are luxuries compared to some of the other places I’ve been.

      I know there are more prisoners in this section of the prison barge. I saw some briefly when I was brought here. Though I have no vantage point to see anyone now, other than the slow but steady flow of passing guards. I wonder if I’m near a guard station or something, because it seems they all have business somewhere along this narrow and isolated corridor.

      Time drags on with nothing to do but plot my escape and eventually my patience is rewarded when the next guard approaches. I pop up from my resting place and he stops at my sudden movement, staring at me from the opposite side of the bars. I don’t recognize his species, but the ring of key cards on his hip is plenty recognizable.

      “Hi,” I tell him with a slow smile. When I see him look from side to side, ensuring we are alone, my smile broadens. Flirtation, a woman could rule the universe with this one simple tool. It’s my go-to a good 80% of the time. The other 20% is equal parts kicking ass and running for my life.

      “Greetings,” the guard says cautiously. He’s slightly smaller than me in height, but with a stockier build. His skin is sallow and he’s got short wiry strands of hair covering his scalp and fat little teeth in a too wide mouth. Whatever he is, he sounds young and naïve. “I’ve never seen a prisoner that looks like you before,” he notes with awe in his voice.

      “Have you seen many prisoners?” I ask coyly. I imagine his father must have gotten him this job and suspect he hasn’t been at it long. I mean, his uniform is still stiff, I note absently. That’s when I notice he doesn’t have a gun. I bite back a frown. Still, this might just have to do.

      “What did you do to end up in a place like this, female?” he questions, avoiding my question with the alien version of a blush appearing across his pale, young cheeks.

      I sidle up to the bars, peering at him through my lashes. “Oh, lots and lots of very naughty things,” I assure the young man in my most seductive voice. The blush on his cheeks rises. “Can I ask something of you…”

      “Flennin,” the guard supplies.

      “Flennin, I like that name,” I say, warming my expression. “Do you mind, if I could ask just one thing?”

      “What’s that?” he asks, nearing the bars so we are that much closer to one another.  

      “Why have I been placed in this solitary cell? From what I know, most prisoners are housed in the barracks.”

      “There’s supposed to be a transfer soon, everyone in this section is going to be moved to a small transport ship,” he explains.

      “Do you know why?” I question.

      “No, I guess it might have something to do with sentencing. Sorry,” he offers after a moment, looking apologetic. I can tell he feels bad for me, it’s like he thinks that because I’m a pretty girl I couldn’t possibly have done anything truly criminal. It’s a mistake lots of people make.

      I make doe eyes at him, letting them get a little watery as I do. Crocodile tears, as my grandpa used to call them. Flennin looks from side to side again and leans a little closer to my cell, placing himself within easy reach.

      “I did hear one interesting thing about the transfer though,” he says, trying to make conversation either to ease my trouble or simply because he likes talking to pretty girls. Either way, I benefit. “It’s actually happening on Nydor Station,” he tells me as if that information holds some kind of meaning.

      “What’s on Nydor Station?”

      Suddenly, my talkative guard blushes again and has trouble meeting my gaze. “It’s a, um…it’s a brothel station,” he answers, rubbing his hand across the back of his neck. The poor guy was just trying to make conversation and didn’t think through the course of it first. Now he’s embarrassed himself by bringing up such a lewd subject in front of a female. I bite back a smile. He’s a sweet kid, really. “The other guards were talking about it. It’s just something I overheard.” He shrugs.

      “Well, I think it’s very interesting.”

      “Do you?” he asks, clearly surprised.

      “I do.” I smile. “Do you know what else I think is interesting?”

      “What’s that?” he asks, returning my smile.

      I lean a little closer to the bars, as if I am going to share a dirty secret with the young guard and he mirrors my movement.

      That’s when my hands shoot through the bars. I grab Flennin by the stiff collar of his uniform and yank him hard against the cell door. It stuns him, and I wretch him back only to bring him into the bars once more. This time his eyes roll back in his head and his body goes limp. Quickly, I lower him to the floor, working to keep his body close enough to my cell to snag his key cards.

      I twist them from his belt and reach my arm as far as it will go to the right of my cell, feeling for the access panel. I swipe it wildly a few times before I hear it beep and the lock snaps out of place.

      Now I have to act fast. If I do this right I can slip off the barge on Nydor and hide myself among the crowd. If I’m caught before then, who knows what my fate will be. A beating? Some form of torture? Death? Still, trying for an escape is worth the risk. I have a feeling that if I end up wherever this barge is taking me for my sentencing it’ll be inescapable. This might be my last chance.

      My cell door slides open and I drag the guard inside with me, grabbing his arm so I can utilize his personal comm. I deftly type a few commands into the unit, looking for something specific on the ship’s schematics. A mechanic hired me on once to help him with repairs on a barge similar to this one. It was a cargo barge, but the inner workings are similar…and bingo. I got it. It’s such a nuanced little access panel, most people on a ship don’t even know what it’s for and the size of it doesn’t allow for many to fit inside. But, as a human, I’m just the right fit. From within the access panel, I can make my way to a maintenance area in the bowels of the ship and once we dock I’ll be able to escape this place once and for all. Armed with knowledge and fierce determination, I work to hoist the guard up into my bed before hastily tossing my thin blanket over him.

      Quietly, I pull my cell door shut and make my way down the corridor. I move slowly, cautiously, listening for the sound of approaching boots. But more than that, I move confidently. I’ve been out here a long time, all alone, playing this game, running from the villains. It’s a hard life that’s taken much from me, but I’m determined to do anything it takes to survive.
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