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      Audrey had known that the slave traders would come for her and her family eventually. There was only so much luck a human could have in the desolate world they lived in.

      And that luck had run out.

      With her family completely wiped out, Audrey was at the mercy of the traders, finding herself about to be auctioned off to the highest alien bidder. But she knew she couldn’t live the rest of her life as a pet, a vessel to be used in the most obscene ways… or worse.

      So when she managed to escape, it wasn’t freedom she found, but a barbaric and savage male named Styx.

      And because he claimed he’d saved her life, she was now his to use in any way he saw fit.

      She’d fight, but Audrey was finding it hard to keep her body and heart away from the very primal, clearly dangerous savage alien male.

      

      Reader Note: This story was previously published in 2016 as “A Mate for the Savage”. It has been re-edited and re-covered, but the story itself is the same.
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      It was the sound of her mother screaming that had Audrey waking up. Her heart raced, and the voice in her head said Run! But she couldn’t leave without her mother and brother. They’d been prepared for this, or as prepared as they could be.

      The slavers have come for us.

      Audrey was out of the bed and rushing toward the door in only a matter of seconds. She held her breath as she gripped the handle and pulled the door open as silently as she could. There was a flickering of light from the candle in the center of the kitchen table. Her mother insisted on leaving one lit throughout the night.

      But the shadows were thick, and the sound of another scream had Audrey reacting. She couldn’t run, even if her mother had told her to if the slavers ever came to their village and took them. No, Audrey couldn’t just leave her mother and brother to a fate worse than death.

      Because her mother was older, she’d be sold as house stock. And her brother, because he was male and in good physical health, would be used as field stock.

      But Audrey wouldn’t be used in the house or field. She swallowed, her fear rising. She’d be used as sex stock, and that was not what she was going to allow herself to be. Before leaving the room, she grabbed a large log that was over by the fireplace in her room. Curling her fingers around the rough bark, she took a steadying breath. Audrey would not allow her mother or brother to be used as slaves either. She’d rather die than see them end that way.

      Without thinking about it anymore, Audrey left the room, careful of her surroundings. She didn’t know how many slavers were in the house, but she knew there was always more than one.

      Her mother screamed once more, and then there was a sickening thud, and all sound ceased. Audrey’s heart stopped, her throat tightened, and her mouth went dry. The rough wood flooring beneath her bare feet made her steps soundless. Her long red hair was in loose strands over her shoulders and falling to her waist, and she wished she’d tied it up, not wanting any obstructions.

      Audrey’s mother’s door was partially open, and through the flickering of the candlelight, she could see large shadows moving around. If they’d been wealthy and lived in a city, they wouldn’t have slavers kidnapping and killing them. But being poor, living in a small village, and having no electricity or the common comforts the rich had made Audrey and others like her easy prey. It also didn’t help that her government was corrupt, even condoning and encouraging slavers to hunt down and “get rid” of the poor, as they saw them as nothing more than vermin.

      And just as she was about to push the door open, something in the corner of her eye caught her attention. She stilled, turned her head, and her world fell away as she saw the lifeless eyes of her brother staring at her. Tears instantly welled in her eyes, and a small sound escaped her.

      Then her mother’s door opened, and Audrey turned her head to look into the cold, black eyes of one of the slave traders. Audrey looked around his shoulder and saw a puddle of blood on the ground, followed by her mother’s body. Audrey looked at the man again and saw the grisly smile on his face. He stepped to the side, and that’s when she knew he’d killed her mother. The tears fell down her cheeks, and as much as she wanted to scream, run, fight back, all she could do was stand there frozen, with horror, agony, and despair filling her.

      “Shame about the boy,” the slaver said. “He would have made good field stock.” He looked over his shoulder at her mother. “But the old woman put up too much of a fight. She should have come, and she would have had a cushy position as house stock.”

      Audrey swallowed, the tears falling harder and faster down her cheeks. The slaver reached out and grabbed the white nightgown she wore.

      “But you,” he all but purred. “You’ll make good pussy stock.”

      And then Audrey felt something sharp go into her arm. She turned around and saw the second slaver standing behind her. She opened her mouth to scream, not that it would do much good, but before anything came out, a wave of haziness filled her. Reaching out and grabbing on to the doorframe, Audrey pushed her way past the man behind her. He didn’t stop her, but with the drugs he’d injected into her, she knew it wasn’t likely she could get far.

      She reached out to grab the wall, but the floor rushed up to greet her. It was when she was face down on the ground, with the laughter of the slavers filling her head, that Audrey knew her life was truly over.
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        Days later

      

      

      “Five thousand lupines.”

      Audrey felt her throat tighten at the sum that had been called out … the amount she had just been bought for.

      Someone grabbed her arm roughly and jerked her back. She wore another white dress, similar to the nightgown she’d been wearing when taken from her home, but this one was ornamented with lace and even a few gems. It was to attract buyers, to make her seem more appealing.

      It was so she’d fetch the highest amount she could get.

      “Move,” the slaver ordered her, all but pushing her off the stage. Tripping over her feet, she braced a hand on the fencing that had been erected around the auction block.

      When she’d woken up after the drugs had worn off several days ago, she’d found herself in the back of a cargo vehicle, a handful of other kidnapped women sitting around her. They all stared at her, but none would make eye contact. So she’d sat in the back of that cargo vehicle, the clear roof above her giving her a shot of the sky as it went from light to dark.

      Once they’d reached their destination, which had been days’ worth of travel, the slavers had taken them out of the back of the vehicle by pulling on the chains that were wrapped around their necks.

      And then she’d been put in a room, fed scraps, given filthy water, and only allowed one bath since her capture … and that bath had come right before this auction.

      The auction, or “Floating Sale,” as it was known in this country, moved around. But buyers came from all over the world to purchase slaves. Today had been about the sex slaves, and she’d been thrown in with the other young, fertile, and healthy females.

      Some of the females would be strictly used for sex by their “masters.” The fertile females would be used as breeding stock for their masters and their wives who couldn’t have children. And then there were the rare “Gems,” as the slavers called them, who were sold for astronomical prices due to the fact they still had their virginity intact.

      Audrey had been one of the Gems thrown up on the block.

      “Get in the back with the others and wait for your buyer to claim you.” The slaver pushed her forward, and she stumbled, nearly falling over and onto the girl in front of her. The chain around her neck was removed, and although she wasn’t restrained at the moment, there were several slavers around with electrical prods that they used on the disobedient “stock.”

      “Fuck you,” a female said, her voice loud.

      Audrey looked to the side and watched the situation unfold. She remembered the woman from earlier today. She’d been the first to be placed on the auction block, sold as breeding stock. She’d been feisty, though, and even if she’d been slapped around, gotten the electrical prod, and had a split lip, she’d still gotten a large sum from a buyer. She also hadn’t stopped fighting.

      Maybe Audrey was too weak to fight back, but any little disobedience she displayed resulted in her getting slapped around and threatened to be sold as a Doona: a female that was bought for the sheer purpose of being the punching bag to a sadistic buyer.

      “I won’t be some vessel for a fucker. Screw all of you,” the woman kept shouting, not caring that the slavers were slapping her, ordering her to behave. The woman was as good as dead if she kept it up. The only reason she was still alive was because she’d been sold. But it was also obvious the buyer must not care if his “property” was bruised, because the slavers had no problem hitting her.

      “You keep looking and they’ll turn their wrath on you.”

      Audrey looked at the woman in front of her, but she had her head down and didn’t say anything else. Audrey didn’t speak either, because she knew the other woman was right. This situation was already bad enough, and she didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention to herself. Of course, she also needed to figure out how she could escape, because this was not a life she wanted to live. She’d rather kill herself than be a female that was only called upon to please a man that bought her.

      “Put them all in a cargo box until their owners pick them up,” a slaver ordered, and Audrey and the other handful of women were pushed into a cargo box. It was transparent, with material that allowed oxygen to exit and enter, but was sealed from the outside. The door was shut, and just as the slaver was about to lock it, the woman that had been causing the commotion broke free from the slavers holding her. The slaver that was about to lock the door charged after her, and Audrey saw her escape.

      This is it—your one and only escape.

      She looked at the women in the cargo box with her, and wanted to help them escape as well.

      “Come on, we have a chance to escape.”

      No one looked at her aside from that one woman that had warned her just moments before.

      “You’ll get captured before you make it into the woods.”

      Audrey didn’t have time to think about any of that, even if it probably was the truth. She’d rather die than live like this, and that might be what happened. There were double-wired doors across from the cargo box, and although getting to it would have been impossible under normal circumstance given the fact there should be a guard, it was currently unattended, and the lock wasn’t state of the art. As long as she could find a piece of debris to pry open the latch, she could make her escape, or at least try.

      She swallowed, knowing these might be her very last moments, but preferring to die trying than face a world where she didn’t have a life.

      “You’ll die.” Audrey stopped and looked at the woman that had warned her at first, and who was clearly concerned. Yet she wouldn’t look at her.

      “I have to try.”

      With the slavers trying to control the other woman, Audrey pushed open the cargo door and slipped out. Her heart was beating wildly as she moved toward the double gates, keeping her focus on the men that were now surrounding the woman. She’d managed to get a piece of what looked like metal and held it to her throat.

      “Get the hell away,” the woman screamed.

      “She’s worth a lot, and due to be a breeder. Don’t harm her irreparably,” a slaver said to the men that were creeping closer to her.

      Audrey wanted to help her, but she didn’t know what to do. And then the woman looked right at Audrey and screamed out, “Run.” She then moved the metal across her throat, red blood gushing out of the gaping wound.

      Half of the slavers turned and stared at Audrey, shouting, and that’s when she turned and ran toward the gate. Wrenching it open was far easier than she thought it would be, but then again, this was a floating auction they had to be able to pick up and move to the next location without having to break down many things, severe locks included.

      But as she ran, she saw a pile of debris from the auction set up. Grabbing a piece of metal, which Audrey realized must have been where the woman got her weapon, Audrey shoved the shard in the latch, pulled, and heard a click as the latch came undone. She wrenched the door open with so much force she all but swung backward with the gate.

      She heard shouting from the slavers, but she didn’t dare look behind her. The closer she got to the thickness of the woods, the more hope she had. Audrey could hide from them, and, she hoped, live through this. But no matter how positively she thought, there was that voice in the back of her head that told her if they caught her, the life she’d lead would be far worse than death.

      The terrain in this part of the country was rugged, with massive mountains in the background, snowcapped peaks topping them, and thick, dangerous forests surrounding them. She didn’t care, though. Her village had been in the center of thick woods, and she knew she could survive long enough to get away from the slavers.

      I can do this.

      There was a strange whooshing of air behind her, and a second after she heard it, there was a sharp pain in her side. Crying out but forcing herself not to stop or even slow down, Audrey pushed herself even harder. She ran faster, her lungs burning, her heart racing.

      The shouting was so loud her ears rang, but she didn’t stop, not even when she felt wetness warm her flesh. She glanced down briefly and saw her white gown covered in blood at the side, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t.

      She could hear their yelling the same words over and over again.

      Barbarian.

      Savage.

      But Audrey ignored them. She didn’t care what she faced in these unfamiliar woods. As long as she was away from her current situation, she’d face off with a three-headed ligra.

      She might not be familiar with this part of the country, but a forest was a forest in the most elemental sense, right? There might be different beasts that resided within, but she’d been taught well enough how to survive, do minimal hunting and foraging, and even survive in harsh weather. It was all they’d had living in poverty, almost even like they were in a different time altogether. Whereas the cities were thriving with science and technology, where Audrey was from was like a primal story.

      It wasn’t until she made it into the woods that she dared a glanced behind her. The slaves were slowing, waving their arms in front of them and looking among each other. She knitted her brows when they stopped altogether, not taking a step in the woods. But even if they’d stopped chasing her she didn’t slow.

      The more she ran and the deeper she went into the woods, the darker everything became. The trees were thick, the canopy above her dense, blocking out a lot of light. But she refused to stop, not even when she became lightheaded, not when sweat covered every part of her, or when it felt like her heart would burst through her chest. Audrey didn’t stop when thorns and branches tore into her flesh as she pushed through the foliage.

      Her hair was in wet strands stuck to the side of her face, and she pushed it away as wave after wave of nausea and dizziness slammed into her. Stumbling forward, she fell to her knees, shaking her head and trying to clear her vision.

      What’s wrong with me?

      She glanced at her side, her once white gown dark from the dirt of running through the woods and covered in blood. The entire length of her side was red, the material a grisly display of what the slavers had done to her. Taking told of the material, she found a gash in the side and tore it open. Blinking back the double vision, Audrey looked at the wound. It was deep, but she couldn’t understand why she felt the way she did, or what they’d used to injure her.

      Drugs.

      They’d drugged her.

      She pushed herself up, her heart pumping faster, harder, her fear rising, making the toxins rushing in her bloodstream even faster.

      But the quicker she tried to run, the deeper she tried to go into the woods, the more she felt a heavy weight on her, slowing her, making her movements sluggish. She took another step, forcing herself to keep moving, and her foot got caught on a thick root that grew out of the ground. Audrey fell down hard, but the ground was at a slope, and she descended, tumbling down and picking up speed with each passing second. When she reached the bottom of the hill, her body screamed out in pain, her vision was a constant double scene of shapes and colors, and she couldn’t hold her head up any longer. Audrey had the will to keep moving, but she didn’t have the strength.

      And then darkness claimed her, and she could do nothing to stop it.
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      Styx heard rustling not far from his dwelling, and instantly he went on alert. He’d made his home deep in the woods, and anyone foolish enough to venture this far out deserved death.

      He stood from where he sat in front of the fire, grabbed a spear and knife, and tucked the latter at his ankle, between his skin and boot. Tightening his hand on the spear, he stepped out of his cave and stopped, looking around and listening for any other noises. The sounds of Maccoon birds in the treetops overhead filled the space around him, but he was focused on what was on the ground. It was the creatures that were at the same level as he was that were the greatest threat.

      Taking a step out of his dwelling, he inhaled deeply. With his senses far more attuned than humans’, he could pick up on the tiniest scent and sight. His hearing was far superior, and his strength allowed him the power to live in this dangerous environment. Styx wasn’t just superior to the others that physically looked like him in all ways, the ones that lived like fish packed together in their stone and glass homes—he was smarter, free from their desires and needs.

      Styx’s world was made up many different cultures, people, creatures, and beliefs. Being from the Northern tribe, all he’d ever known was living off the land, being deep within the Asaga Forest, and knowing that all others feared his kind. He’d never understood that as a boy, how his kind could be taken as a threat, as dangerous, when they were a family, only hunted when threatened or to feed their tribe, but it wasn’t until he’d heard and understood the stories that were told around the fire at night that he realized who and what he was.

      He accepted that. He knew he might be alone in this world, but he accepted it.

      Bigger, stronger, and when threatened more violent than anything else, his savage species—the Soveign Tribe—was known as barbarians, and as primitive killers. The descriptions fit them well. His kind knew how to survive in this hostile forest, with creatures that were poisonous, waters that ran red from poisons, and predators that could be just as vicious as his kind. In these woods, in this world, he was at the top of the food chain, and anyone that meant him harm felt his wrath.

      Styx moved through the forest slowly, stealthily, and made sure to keep his gaze locked on his surroundings. The tribe he’d grown up in was hours from his current dwelling, but it had been his choice to leave. After his mother died and his father found a new mate, Styx had felt disconnected, and he had wanted to go out and make his own home, his own family. But with no mate of his own, he’d lived a solitary life. It had suited him well, and he’d accepted that way of living.

      But the need to find a wife, to have a woman that was his mate, grew strong inside of him until he felt it like a beast in the very depths of his body.

      Styx wanted a family, wanted to find a mate and put a baby inside of her, to claim her in all ways. He needed that now more than ever. He either had to go back to his tribe and claim a woman there, which didn’t appeal to him because he’d felt no connection to any of the females, or he’d have to leave the forest to find one.

      Styx wasn’t above taking a woman, even if she was unwilling, and making her his. He was desperate enough to do anything.

      With his spear in hand, he moved through the forest, having an idea where the sound had come from, but with the mountains surrounding him, noise echoed throughout the land, seeming to come from all directions.

      Winter was coming, just a short time away, and there was a chill in the air. Being this deep in the woods and so close to the base of the mountains, the cold weather seemed to come even quicker. But Styx had survived many winters easily, had supplies stocked, and there was no worry about whether he’d make it through another harsh year.

      Styx had never been one to feel as though he fit in with his tribe, which was the reason why he’d left. He’d also not desired any of the available females, and he decided he’d rather venture away from the tribe and find his own way.

      The sound of a small creature scurrying across the branches above him rang through the sudden stillness in the woods, but he focused in front of him. Stopping and inhaling deeply, Styx scented a nest of Bringada birds close by. Their eggs and the meat from the adults were delicious, as well as nutritious in proteins.

      Turning slightly, he inhaled again, the darkness of the forest coming on deeper, stronger, with the setting of the great sun above him. But his pupils dilated and his vision became sharper, his heightened senses making his vision crystal and clear and everything around him appear as though light shone on it. Inhaling again, Styx took note of a morano beast a short distance away. A great creature, which was slow but had deadly toxins, was not what he wanted to fight right now. Had that been what he heard? He inhaled again, and that’s when he picked up several scents coming from one direction.

      Female.

      Human.

      Blood.

      Fertile.

      He inhaled again, seeing if there were any scents, maybe of a male companion, of death, of anything that would give him more information on why a lone female was wounded and this deep into the woods.

      Styx moved swiftly, getting closer and closer to the scent of where the blood came from. His protective instinct flared up, the very thought of a female alone and hurt in these dangerous woods having the male part of him rising up, wanting to protect her. That desire was engrained in him, in his kind. Females, having strengths of their own, were physically weaker than males, but humans, compared to his kind, were even more so. And then he slowed when he saw the swatch of white coming through like a beacon of light.

      Styx moved toward her motionless body, her hair a vibrant color like flames licking over wood. The gown she wore was torn in several places, filthy, and he saw one side was completely saturated with blood. Once he was close enough to her, he crouched, looking her small body up and down. She breathed, her chest rising and falling slowly, the intervals between them worrisome.

      Reaching out, he lifted the strip of material that covered her side to get a better look at the wound. It was a nasty gash, and the scent of poisons came through, tingling in his nose with a bitter, uncomfortable sensation. The very thought of leaving her wasn’t an option. Even if her life hung by a thread, and he didn’t know if he had the herbs and medicines to heal this wound and rid her body of the toxins, Styx would try to heal her.

      Mine.

      That word played through his head over and over again as he looked at her. She was sick, injured, and although she wasn’t of his kind, but a frail human, she was a woman, compatible with his species, and he wanted her. Had fate looked upon him and brought him this female? He couldn’t deny the scent of her nearing her fertility piqued the male side of him, but it was the desire to heal her that rode him hard. He wanted her healed. Everything after that would be worked out later.

      He reached out and pushed away a strand of her hair that blocked his view of her face. She was littered with cuts and bruises, and dried blood was matted in her hair. But she didn’t move, and he knew he couldn’t keep her out here any longer. He didn’t know how long the poisons had been in her system, and the sooner he started treating her, the sooner she’d heal.

      He set his spear against the trunk of a tree and picked her up. She weighed barely anything, and compared to him, she was tiny.

      Who is this female?

      Once she was safely in his arms, Styx looked down at her face. She was very beautiful, not appearing like the females from his tribe. His kind had dark hair and dark eyes, but this female’s hair was unlike anything he’d ever seen. The strands were red and long, with the waves curling around her slender shoulders. She was also so much smaller than the females of his tribe. He looked at the arch of her eyebrows, the way her eyelashes were a darker shade of red, and the light sprinkling of spots across the bridge of her tiny nose.

      What color would her eyes be? What would her voice sound like?

      She was too thin for his comfort or liking. Wherever she was from either didn’t feed her well, or she didn’t have access to fat-enriched food. Either way, Styx would fatten her up, make her nice and healthy. If she was to get well and heal from her injuries, she needed to eat more. She also needed to put on some weight before winter came. Styx had no intentions of letting her go, not when he’d found her. She’d be his mate and would have his baby inside of her soon enough.
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      It was the sound of a fire crackling close by that roused Audrey. Once everything became clearer, the pain settled deep in her body. It felt as though she’d been beaten up and down, and trying to remember why she felt like this just had a fuzziness filling her head.

      Shifting, she sucked in a breath at the soreness of her muscles and at the pulling sensation and pain on her side. Audrey forced her eyes open, blinking several times in order to clear her blurry vision. She was on her back, and the first thing that came into focus was the rock ceiling above her.

      I’m in a cave.

      Light from the fire that was close by flickered along the stone walls. She’d been in plenty of caves while growing up, her village close to the Heckena Mountains. She turned her head slightly and saw the fire burning just a few feet from her, the heat coming off of it feeling calming.

      After that, she was aware of a heavy pressure on her, not uncomfortable, but what covered her had some weight to it. Pulling her arms out from under the coverings, she smoothed her hands over what she now knew were furs. They were coarse, but the heat they provided felt really nice, even if she was in pain.

      Audrey inhaled. There was a tugging and an ache in her side, nothing too painful, but enough to have her stop moving. The sound of footsteps had her entire body stilling. She closed her eyes, feigning sleep.

      Pierces of woods being dropped on the stone ground echoed off the cavern walls. Her heart was thundering fast, her body started to sweat, and she was trying not to show a facial expression of how much pain she was in. It didn’t help when her body was tense, and she was scared to death.

      If it was slavers, you wouldn’t be in this cave with hides over you. They’d have you chained and sent to the man that bought you.

      She sensed the person in the cave come closer, the shadow of his body covering her and blocking out the fire. He didn’t move for long seconds, and with each passing moment, she grew more and more tense, her body and mind screaming for her to escape.

      “I know you’re awake, female.”

      The male’s voice was so deep that it didn’t sound fully human. Although she knew there were creatures in their world that weren’t fully human, even if they appeared as such, Audrey had never seen any of these human-like beings—and didn’t want to either. In the woods by her village they didn’t have beings that were like them … but not. But Audrey had no idea where the slavers had taken her, so she had no idea what she was up against.

      Maybe you shouldn’t have run off into foreign woods, then.

      But not doing that would have meant she was a slave, and that was not what she was going to be. Audrey would rather face this than being a sex slave.

      But Audrey still kept her eyes closed, too afraid to face exactly what was standing beside her.

      “Open your eyes and look at me, female.”

      He had a deep voice, feral in quality, and there was this slight scent. Audrey did as he said, not because he’d ordered her to, but because she knew she couldn’t pretend forever. She had to face this sooner or later. If he wanted her dead, he could have done it already. He could have left her out in the woods after she fell. He didn’t have to bring her to this place.

      She opened her eyes, her hands in tight fists at her side, her heart feeling like it would burst right through her chest. And then she turned her head and looked at him, feeling her eyes widen at the beast of a man standing beside her. He appeared human … but not.

      Swallowing the lump that instantly formed in her throat, all Audrey could do was take in the massive size of him. She was average height for a female at five foot six, not overly thin, but also not overweight seeing as her lifestyle didn’t afford copious amounts of food. But this man, this beast, had to be at least seven feet tall. His muscles looked stacked upon each other, and his eyes seemed to have this almost iridescent hue to them.

      Like how a predator’s eyes glow when light flashes over them.

      This man was not human, or at least not like any human male she’d ever seen.

      He stared at her for long seconds, and then turned and headed to the fire. She looked at the back of him, how he was shirtless, the muscles pronounced, unrestrained. The pants he wore were dark leather and molded to his tree trunk-sized thighs snugly. When he turned around, she was looking right at his chest, at the dips, hollows, and the rolling hills of definition. Audrey was frightened, but she couldn’t help but appreciate how masculine he was.

      When she lifted her gaze to his face, it was to see that same stoic, hard expression covering it. He looked dirty, like he’d been out in the woods foraging, hunting. Was he one of the “savages” the slavers had been shouting about?

      “You must eat and drink,” he said and moved toward her.

      She shifted backward as much as she could, given the pain she still felt. She winced when her side pulled again, but he was shoving a cup toward her. Looking between him and the mug, she didn’t want to accept it but didn’t want to upset him. He shoved it toward her again, his brows going down with annoyance clearly written on his face.

      “Drink.” His voice had gone harder, and she found herself reaching out and taking the cup, her fingers brushing along his. A shiver moved up her spine at that small contact, and she quickly looked at the cup’s contents. The mug was made out of a horn of some animal she couldn’t identify, and the contents smelled sweet, but also having bitter afternotes.

      “What is it?” she asked, looking at his face. His focus was on her mouth, and when he looked her in the eyes, she watched as his pupils dilated to take up nearly all of the iris.

      “It’s herbs. It’ll help flush the toxins out and ease the pain.”

      Toxins?

      She thought back to running from the slavers and remembered when she’d gotten hit with something on her side. It must have been tipped with poison.

      “Drink,” he said again, more determined, his voice deeper, darker.

      Audrey glanced down at the horn cup, her throat tight at the thought of drinking it.

      He could have killed you easily already.

      Audrey brought the cup to her mouth and took a small sip. Just like it smelled, the liquid was sweet, but had bitter afternotes.

      “All of it,” the man barked out, and Audrey tipped the cup back and drank the rest of it. She handed the horn back to him, and he gave a grunt of approval. He stepped away from her, disappearing behind a rock outcropping, and she pushed herself up even more.

      Glancing around the cave once more, she took note that there was a pallet set up across from where she was, placed on a raised rock podium. A few primitive-looking chairs and even a table were on the other side of that. To her left, she could only see the cave, and to the right it was no different, although light filtered from where the man had disappeared.

      After a few moments, Audrey felt the pain in her side start to diminish, and she glanced down, pushing away the animal fur so she could see her wound. She didn’t have her auction gown on anymore, but she did wear a loose shirt-type tunic. The openings for her arms were cut larger than normal, and chilled air moved along her exposed flesh. Pulling the material aside, she could see an off-white bandage covering where her wound was. Gritting her teeth as she pulled back the material, she saw there were thick leaves and a grayish paste over the wound. A small amount of blood could be seen mixed in with the gunk on it, but there was almost no pain.

      “More herbs and leaves from the Ekasha plant. It’ll cut down on the healing time and promote the wound to close.”

      She snapped her head up and stared at the man, who now stood a few feet from her, a wooden plate in his outstretched hand.

      “Eat,” he said in that gruff, deep, and slightly accented voice.

      Audrey didn’t know what in the hell was going on, or who this man was, but instinct told her she needed to obey him if she wanted to get through this ordeal.
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      Styx watched the female eat, and when she went to push the plate away, food still on it, he barked out the order for her to finish it all.

      “If I eat anymore I’ll be sick,” she said, looking at him with huge blue eyes. He’d never seen a female with eyes of that color. The males and females of his tribe had eyes the color of the ground: a rich, earthy brown. But this female, so small and fragile compared to him, to his kind, had eyes that were crystal clear.

      Styx inhaled deeply, sensing she was telling the truth about not being able to finish the meal. He wasn’t pleased, however. She needed to eat more, to fill out more, not just for her health, but because Styx preferred fuller, thicker females. Once she gained weight she’d be able to handle the kind of mating he wanted and needed. She’d be able to carry and deliver his young without trouble.

      Styx took the plate, disappointed that half of the food was left. But he had to remind himself she was healing, and that she’d been poisoned. He might be alone, left his tribe to be on his own, and hadn’t seen them in longer than he could recall, but he remembered the females of his kind well enough to know this human was far from what he was used to.

      This young female had him curious.

      He set her plate aside and just watched her. She was gorgeous, with a wreath of red waves that fell over her shoulders and down her back. Her face was pale, probably far paler than normal due to the blood loss and her obvious fear. And then he inhaled again, taking her scent into his lungs, smelling her innocence, the fact she was so close to being fertile. The primal beast inside of him rose up and took note that this was his female, and he’d have her eventually. But Styx didn’t take women by force, and he wasn’t going to start with the female he planned on making his mate and having as the mother of his young.

      The silenced stretched on for some time, and Styx stoked the fire. The nights in the forest created a chill in the air that seeped into his bones. He wanted, needed this female to stay warm so she could heal. The herbs he’d given her would speed up her healing process and should have the pain diminished to almost nonexistent. She’d need to drink several more mugs before he felt confident enough that the toxins were completely flushed from her system, but he didn’t plan on letting her leave anyway.

      “Why am I here?”

      He looked over his shoulder at her and saw she had the blankets pulled up to her chest. He didn’t answer right away, just threw another log onto the fire, watching the flames lick at it.

      “You’re here because you were dying.” He looked over at her again. “I couldn’t allow that to happen.” He turned and faced her fully. “Bringing you back to my home was the only way to ensure you survived.” She didn’t speak, but he noticed the way her pulse beat at the base of her neck rapidly. He could smell her confusion, and the slight scent of fear. The latter was a sharp aroma that had a tingling taking root in the back of his throat.

      They didn’t speak for several more moments, but Styx was used to the silence, welcomed it even.

      “Will you let me leave when I’m fully healed?”

      Styx didn’t need to think about her question because he’d known the answer to that the moment he saw her in the forest. He grabbed the pot from over the fire. He poured two mugs with the scalding water, grabbed herbs, and let them steep for long moments.

      “Will you let me go?” she asked again, her voice softer this time.

      Styx handed her one of the mugs, looking right in her eyes. “No.”

      She reached out for the mug, her eyes wide as she stared at him. “Why? What do you want with me?”

      Styx sat down, facing her, and drank from the mug. The herbs made a tea that had calming effects. He drank it every evening before he went to bed. It also helped rejuvenate the body from the inside out.

      “Because.” He could have elaborated, could have told her exactly why she wasn’t going to leave, but she was already upset. Telling her anything right now would make it worse. But clearly her anger rose inside of her like an angry beast. She clenched her jaw, and anticipating what she was going to do, Styx leaned to the side just as she threw the mug at him. Droplets of the hot liquid splashed on his bare arm, but there was no pain. The mug clanked against the cavern wall before falling to the ground and rolling back toward him.

      He didn’t speak, wasn’t upset either. She was afraid and angry, and lashing out was her way of getting her fear out. But what Styx did do was stand, walk over to her, and stop when he was a foot from where she sat. He was a feared creature, had been in his tribe, but also in the outside world. He liked it that way. It gave him strength, let others know he was a predator. But he didn’t want his mate to be afraid. And she was his mate, his wife, and would be the mother of his babies.

      “Tell me, you asshole.” She was on the verge of tears now, the scent of a cool breeze after it rained filling his head. “You might have saved my life, but keeping me here is wrong.”

      Maybe it was, but Styx was a bastard in all ways, and he wanted this female with a ferocity that rivaled even the deadliest of beasts in this part of the world.

      “You want to know why I won’t let you leave?” She didn’t answer, but he didn’t expect her to. Styx took another step toward her and crouched on his haunches so they were face to face. He lowered his gaze to her lips and watched as she licked them. “I won’t let you leave because I plan on making you my mate, on having you as my wife.” Her eyes widened even further, and although she was shocked, the scent lingering in the air was like sweet, dried fruit. It was that flash of curiosity that was the strongest. He reached out and cupped her chin in his hand, her skin warm, soft. She couldn’t move away, not with her back to the wall. “And here—” He lowered his hand down her neck, between her breasts, and placed his open palm right over her belly. “Here is where my babies will grow.”
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      Was Audrey hearing this man right? He was claiming she was his mate? He was keeping her here to make her his wife, to impregnate her? She was not a vessel. God, was this any better than being with the slavers? The man who’d bought her at the auctions if she’d stayed would have used her. It seemed that was exactly how things would work here, as well.

      No, Audrey couldn’t be a vessel for some … beast. He might appear to be human, but Audrey knew he was far from it. He was still so close, and she couldn’t find the strength to actually try to move from him. Audrey stared into his dark eyes. His face had smears of dirt covering it, and his hair, on the longer side, was unkempt and fell to his chin. The front of him was just as impressive as the back, with all the muscles on display. He did have a few tattoos marring his flesh, ones that were mainly made up of lines placed together and in patterns. She didn’t know what they meant, but she could assume they had something to do with where he was from. And then there were the scars that couldn’t be hidden by the ink. The raised skin was along his arms and upper chest, and for a split second she wondered how he’d gotten them.

      Probably fighting and defeating some hideous creature.

      But Audrey shouldn’t have been thinking about anything but leaving this man and this place. She wasn’t going to be a prisoner, not to the slavers, the man who’d purchased her, or this barbarian. She might not know where she was going to go, or if she’d even survive the foreign wilderness, but she had to try.

      With his huge hand on her belly, his palm seeming to take up the entire area, all she felt was this tingling in her gut, this fluttering in her chest. Why did she feel like this? Why didn’t she feel disgust and anger that this savage wanted to keep her as some kind of pet?

      “Do you understand what I’m saying?” he asked, his focus on her mouth, his voice so deep she swore she felt it vibrate throughout her entire body. His breath was warm and smelled sweet, like cinnamon and herbs. The tendrils of her hair moved along her cheek every time he exhaled.

      “Tell me what you are called, female.” His voice had gone softer, and if this male could have been called gentle, she knew that act would have been the max for it. “I am called Styx, but if you prefer you can call me ‘mate’ or ‘husband.’” He was looking at her lips again, and God, why did that have to be as exciting as it was?

      “I’ll call you no such thing,” she managed to say. He lifted his gaze and looked into her eyes. “And I’ll tell you nothing of me.”

      Another low growl left him. It excited her as much as it frightened her, and self-anger filled her that she couldn’t control how she felt.

      “You’ll tell me everything soon enough, mate.”

      “I won’t be a prisoner, a sex slave for you.” She was surprised she’d managed to say that much, but she was glad the words had come out. She wouldn’t be anyone’s toy, not even this male, who was bigger and stronger than any other person she’d ever come in contact with.

      He grinned, a flash of straight white teeth amidst his dirt-streaked face. But the smile was not something to soothe her, and instead offered dark promise. She knew that as much as she knew he was right before her.

      “You will not be a prisoner, female.” He moved back an inch and took his hand from her belly. She felt her muscles tightening from the act and was confused by the way her body reacted. “You will be my wife, equal in all aspects. But being the male, your husband, I will provide and protect. You will never be frightened or harmed under my watch.”

      Her throat was so dry, her tongue feeling swollen. She wanted to curse at him, to say something, but all she could do was watch as he moved away from her and over to the pallet that was on the other side of the fire. But he didn’t sleep, like she’d thought … hoped? No, he grabbed several furs and came back to her. Audrey was pressed to the hard, rough cavern wall, not able to move as he put the furs beside her.

      “Lie down and sleep. Come morning you’ll feel better.”

      She didn’t know if he meant physically, or that she’d somehow think this situation was any better than what she’d been about to face with the slavers. But she didn’t move, couldn’t.

      “Sleep, my female.” He pulled her toward him, and Audrey found herself lying down, face to face with him. She was shocked and frightened, but more so she found curiosity ran high in her. She had to try to escape, though, because even if her future looked bleak, and she didn’t know if she’d even survive out there on her own, she had to try.

      Not trying meant death, maybe not in the literal sense, but death all the same.
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      The deep, even sounds of her captor breathing told Audrey he had finally fallen asleep. For what seemed like hours upon hours she’d lain there, still, silent, but she’d felt his eyes upon her, knew he watched her. But Audrey couldn’t have fallen asleep anyway, not with her mind working a mile a minute and her entire body screaming for her to run. But even though she had the instinct to escape, there was a small part of her, a little voice in the back of her head, that said this male wanted her like nothing else in this world. He’d saved her, healed her, and wanted her for himself. He’d told her he’d protect her, care for her, and in return, he wanted her to be only his.

      But she couldn’t just roll over to be his in all ways, not when she’d managed to escape the slavers and a life of sexual servitude. Essentially, wouldn’t staying with this male be the same thing?

      She opened her eyes and stared into his face. For how dirty he was, she couldn’t help but admire the fact he was handsome, in a very savage, brutal kind of way. The fire was still going strong, and the light from the flames cast shadows throughout the stone surrounding them. She was on her back, and she looked down the length of her body to see his hand on her belly, holding her in place. The heavy weight was a reminder that this man saw her as his.

      Audrey shifted slightly and snapped her focus to his face to see if even the slightest move from her would wake him. He still slept, so she moved a little more, rising up and moving to the side until his hand fell onto the furs and away from her. Moving quickly away from him was what she wanted to do, but she needed to take things slowly and be patient if she wanted to escape and go unnoticed by him.

      Audrey sat there motionless, not even breathing as she stared at Styx. His breathing hadn’t changed, and it was still even, easy. His body was so big that when she’d been lying down his form had blocked off everything else. Breathing out slowly, Audrey started to stand. Her side was still bandaged, of course, but she felt nothing in terms of pain aside from a slight pulling sensation. Whatever had been in that tea he’d made her drink really did help.

      Are you sure this is the best option? Do you think running into the unknown, and up against things that know this land far better than you’ll ever know, is really the best course of action?

      No, she couldn’t think that way, couldn’t even let herself be fooled into thinking that staying here, after what he’d told her, was the best option.

      She stood there, not moving, just watching him. Ever so slowly, she stepped over him, her body tight, and her hands balled into fists at her sides. She wasn’t breathing again, not wanting to even cause the slightest ripple of air that might wake him. Once she was on the other side of him, she moved slowly toward the left, where she assumed the exit to the cave was. The fire crackled and popped in that instant, startling her and having a little gasp of inhalation come from her. She froze, looking over her shoulder at Styx. He still lay with his back to her, his chest rising and falling easily.

      Just run.

      And she did. Audrey took off down the long, cavernous corridor, a few torches placed on the stone wall beside her. She breathed fast and heavily, pumping her arms and pushing herself harder. But with each passing second, that slight pull in her side gave way to something more uncomfortable, something painful. She didn’t know how long she ran, but her side throbbed. Audrey gritted her teeth and placed her hand on her wound. She felt wetness but didn’t look down to verify she’d bled through the bandage.

      Don’t stop. You can’t stop.

      But the corridor seemed to go on forever, and she could barely see ten feet in front of her despite the torch sconces placed intermittently on either side. Audrey’s lungs burned, her legs and feet ached, and her side was hurting even more with every second that passed. And then she saw light up ahead, not bright sunlight, but the muted glow of the moon. It gave her strength, and she pumped her arms and legs harder, wanting to feel the cool, fresh air moving over her face. Freedom was so close, and she didn’t dare look behind her to see if Styx was following.

      The opening to the cave came closer and closer, but all she could see was the vast expanse of sky. Audrey didn’t think on that too long, because the taste of freedom controlled too much of her. And then just as she was about to reach the opening she felt her eyes widen as she caught the first glimpse of the canopy.

      Canopy?

      Massive treetops greeted her view, and she stopped, but not before she realized the cave was high above everything else.

      Oh. God.

      She’d had too much momentum, and the threat of falling right over played through her mind. But she slid onto her ass, sliding on the unforgiving hard ground, dust flying up around her and blocking her vision. Reaching out on instinct, Audrey gripped the side of the cave, her palm being sliced open from the jagged rock.

      A gasp of pain left her, but it was the shock of nearly falling right over the damn edge that filled her. Once her breathing was semi-normal, she crawled forward on her knees and looked over the edge.

      So far up.

      Pushing herself up until she stood, her knees threatened to buckle. The wind whipped by, blowing her hair around her face. She still held on to the side of the wall, her nails digging into the rock. Something high-pitched sounded, and she lifted her head and looked into the sky. At first she didn’t see anything, but then a massive shadow moved over her.

      That was when she saw the creature flying above her. No, not flying above her … flying toward her. A startled cry left Audrey, and she turned, but tripped over her feet in her haste to run back to the man that was holding her captive. It was either jump to her death, let the creature barreling toward her devour every inch of her, or run toward Styx.

      She went to stand, not wanting to die and realizing that going back into the cave was her only option. Her feet were torn up from the rough, rocky ground and running away, but she pushed past the pain. But before she could take one step, huge arms wrapped around her middle and pulled her back against a hard chest.

      An ear-piercing cry left the creature, now so close she could feel the intense wind whipping around her from the monster’s massive wings.

      Would she even survive this? Had leaving Styx been smart?

      Am I even meant to survive any of this?
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      Styx wrapped his arm tightly around his female’s waist and moved through the corridor. He’d sensed her gone not more than a few moments after she’d left. Her scent had still saturated the air around him, so he knew she couldn’t have gotten far. And when he’d seen her standing at the cavern edge, everything in Styx had frozen. In that moment he hadn’t wanted to picture her taken from him. She might just have been put in his life a short time ago, but he’d already deemed her as his mate, and that meant for life.

      The Kasha bird was the largest flying predator in the forest, and it had picked up on his woman’s scent. He chanced a look behind him and saw the bird making its way through the opening of the cave. Its wings had claws at the end to allow it to move swiftly on the ground. But Styx had advanced speed, and he picked up his pace. He heard his mate’s breathing increase, smelled her fear surround them, and the purely mated male side of him moved faster. He would not let anyone or anything hurt her or take her away from him.

      The creature screeched out loudly, the cavern becoming even narrower the farther he moved. That was what made this home protected from the outside elements and predators. If one did come through, the cave was too small for them to pass into because of their large sizes. And if a smaller creature made it into the main part of his cave, he could hold his own against it.

      “The more frightened you are, the faster the creature will come.” Although telling her that wouldn’t stop her from being afraid, he wanted her to know how this worked. She might be from the same world as he was, but the forest, where he lived, was far different than she was probably used to.

      He finally made it into the main cavern, set her on the ground, and grabbed his sword that hung on the stone wall with a hook. He moved toward the opening of the cavern, ready to face off with the creature, even if it couldn’t reach them in this part of the mountain.

      He cast a glance over his shoulder at his female, saw she was wide-eyed, and smelled her panic. It was clear she was an innocent in this world. Wherever she’d come from, she either had been sheltered or hadn’t been thrust into dangerous territory. But Styx was glad things had played out this way, because if not she wouldn’t have fully understood the dangers of this land, or the fact he would, and could, protect her above all else.

      With one more look right in her eyes, he turned and went to face off a beast that had meant to take his mate from him.
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      Audrey was shaking, every part of her tense, the fight or flight mode raging war inside of her. Styx had disappeared down the corridor only seconds ago, and the creature’s ear-piercing wail echoed throughout the cavern. There was a second of silence, and she held her breath, not sure what was going on. Styx had taken a massive-looking sword before he left, and all she could think of was him fighting that beast. How could he even possibly survive something like that? The beast looked like something out of a nightmare, and it had been intent on having her as dinner.

      But then there was more screeching, followed by what sounded like metal on the stone. That fight seemed to go on forever, and as much as she wanted to leave, she was frozen in place, staring at the opening and expecting the beast to emerge.

      Styx saved me even though I ran from him.

      She shouldn’t have cared either way, but even telling herself that he’d taken her, claimed she was his, didn’t dim the fact he’d saved her life for the second time.

      She rose up, her hands in tight fists at her side, her focus trained on the entrance of the corridor. Her heart was beating so fast and hard it almost drowned out the sound of fighting … almost. She heard grunts from Styx echoing off the walls, heard that terrifying creature screech out, and then there was nothing, silence, stillness.

      Her pulse beat wildly at the base of her throat, and she started to move backward, away from the opening, not sure if Styx or that creature would be the one that emerged.

      She turned and saw another very short corridor, this one lit brightly. There were two semi-large caverns that split off from the short corridor, but she could see there were no exits in either one of them.

      Nowhere to escape.

      And then it was like the air chilled. Audrey turned slowly, facing the corridor where Styx had disappeared, and held her breath. It seemed like ages when all she saw was darkness and all she heard was silence. But then Styx emerged, blood covering his arms and chest, and chunks of what looked like scaly flesh hanging from the longer strands of his hair. He stopped when he saw her, his sword hanging by his side, meat and blood dripping from it. All Audrey could do was stand there, frozen in place, her pulse beating hard, her mind racing.

      Styx looked like a warrior, a crazy, powerful killer that didn’t care if his opponent was a six hundred-pound winged beast.

      He moved closer, set his sword against the rocky wall, and held his hand out to her. “Come here, my female.”

      This is insane.

      But despite the craziness of all of this, Audrey found herself moving toward him, not sure why she obeyed him, but not able to stop either. Despite the blood covering him, Audrey saw the gaping claw marks underneath all the gore.

      “Have you been injured?” he asked.

      She found herself shaking her head.

      “But you’re hurt,” she said, not thinking about it, but the words rolling off her tongue. Lifting her gaze to his face, she knew this man should frighten her, that she should fight just as hard to stay alive as he’d fought that creature. But she couldn’t find that emotion, couldn’t find that desire. Not right now.

      He’s saved me twice, and all because he sees me as his.

      “It’s but a scratch.”

      No, it wasn’t, but she didn’t respond.

      The only people that had ever cared for her with such intensity were her mother and brother. But they were gone, and she was alone in this crazy, dangerous world. In just a short time, her family had been murdered, she’d been kidnapped, sold into sexual slavery, nearly died twice, and now she found herself a barbarian’s mate.

      It was all so crazy it was almost fantastical.

      With one more lingering look at her, Styx moved past her and into the cooking chamber. She turned and watched him grab a strip of cloth, a basin, and then he moved over to the bathing chamber. She’d been so afraid of the situation and the creature that she hadn’t even realized there was a small pool of water in the bathing chamber … a natural cavernous spring.

      He filled the basin with water and turned around to walk toward a raised stone platform, which she assumed was the table, and set the items down on it. She continued to watch as he grabbed several vials that held herbs and powders and poured the items into the water. Audrey was fascinated as she stared at him, her heart still beating fast, but not from fear or worry. This man intrigued her. She’d only been in his presence for a short time, and despite his very primal and barbaric ways, especially concerning her, she was curious.

      He defeated that monster to protect you, because you’d been a fool in trying to leave, even if it had sounded like the only option.

      He saved me.

      Audrey found herself moving toward him and reaching out for what he held. She took the rag from him, powder and herb water dripping from the cloth and onto her hand and down her arm.

      Styx didn’t move as he looked at her, maybe wondering what she was doing. For a man so big, so monstrous in size and power, she felt safe, and there was no fear moving though her. It was strange, insane even, because she knew she should have feared him just as much as she did that creature that he’d slain. Yes, a part of her wanted to leave, because being a captive for anyone wasn’t the life she wanted. But right now, in this moment, she didn’t feel like a captive, not with the way Styx looked at her.

      Possession.

      Desire.

      The need to protect her at all costs.

      Yes, he had no right to keep her here against her will, but he’d saved her life on more than one occasion now, tended her when she’d been injured, and all he asked in return was she be his partner in this world.

      But that is asking too much, isn’t it?

      Pushing everything else aside, Audrey moved closer to him again, her heart in her throat and her hands shaking. Water continued to drip down her arm as she looked into Styx’s face. She lifted her hand and brought the cloth to his chest, running it along the first gash. There were three in total, all deep, and she knew they’d need to be closed manually or they wouldn’t heal.

      But he’s not fully human. Does he heal like I do? She cleaned off the blood and dirt, keeping her focus on his chest, not trusting herself to stray away from this task. She didn’t know how she felt right now … relief, thankfulness, but also arousal.

      A part of her knew running might not have been the smartest move, at least not so soon after coming here, but a much louder, stronger part said she’d done the right thing, even if it could have ended far worse than it had.

      Patting the wounds with the cloth, Audrey breathed in and out slowly. “My name is Audrey.” She lifted her gaze from the wounds to his face, saw he was already focused on her intently, and swallowed. Her throat was so damn tight and dry, and all because of his gaze.

      “Audrey.” He said her name in his darkly and deeply accented voice. A chill raced up her spine, and she lowered her head to finish cleaning the wounds. But the feel of his fingers under her chin, forcing her head up and back so she could look at him, had her stilling her movements.

      He looked down at her lips, and she found herself licking them involuntarily, as if his focus on them was like a tangible touch from his finger. He whispered something low, almost needy in nature, but it was in a different language, one that was as beautiful as it was harsh and raw.

      “You clean and tend to your mate like a proper wife,” Styx said, his eyes half-lidded, as if his emotions controlled him.

      How can I want anything but escape from this barbarian?

      “You were hurt saving me. It’s the least I can do.” Audrey was surprised she’d even been able to form a word, let alone say all of that.

      “I would have died fighting off that beast to make sure you were safe.”

      Her heart stopped, her hand still on his wide, massive chest, and she felt like everything around her disappeared. She could have told herself it was just words, that anyone could say them to get what they wanted. But hearing Styx say them, actually feeling the sincerity behind them, she knew this man would have lain down his life for her.

      Had she been living in a world so twisted and corrupted that even the thought of someone being so devoted to another person, even after just a day, seemed abnormal? Did this happen with his people, with his kind? Did they have the instant attraction and mating need when they saw whom they wanted?

      “But you don’t even know me,” she whispered, not finding her voice. “You’d die for someone you just met?”

      He cupped her cheek and smoothed his finger over her cheek. “For my mate, for you, I’d die a thousand deaths just to make sure you were not hurt.”

      God, what in the hell am I getting myself into? Why am I feeling this intense attraction for the man that told me I was basically his captive?

      Before she knew what was happening, or even process her thoughts and how she felt, Styx added a bit of pressure to her face before leaning down and pressing his mouth to hers.

      Audrey was frozen in place at that first feel of his lips on hers. And when he stroked her mouth with his tongue, having her clit tingle and her arousal heighten, she let the cloth drop from her grasp.

      His lips were firm and full, and the flavor of him reminded her of the wilderness, of the danger that surrounded them. Her fingers started tingling, and she felt her heart start to jackknife behind her ribs. She wanted to touch him, but another part of her, maybe the common sense and survival part, told her this man was not her friend, was not someone she should be submitting to.

      But Audrey couldn’t help it, and certainly couldn’t stop herself from getting swept away in the kiss. And then when he dipped his tongue in her mouth, she said screw it all. Maybe it was the adrenaline pumping through her veins or the fact she couldn’t deny there was arousal and definite chemistry moving between them. All she knew was her emotions were high right now, and she didn’t want to come back to reality.

      She braced her hands on his thick biceps, knowing that what she was allowing to happen went against all reason. But right now she didn’t care. God, she didn’t care.
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      She was sweet and so fucking soft against him. And when Audrey touched his arms, curled her nails into his flesh, his cock jerked like it had a mind of its own. Styx wanted her, wanted to lay her upon the furs of his pallet and claim her. He wanted his mark on her, his babies growing inside of her, and wanted her to admit she was his.

      No one will ever have you but me. You’re my female, my mate.

      He grabbed the back of her head at the same time he stroked her tongue with his. She gasped against his mouth. He started walking them backward, the primal side of him rising up and roaring out to take her, to claim her because she was his mate in every way.

      When the cavern wall stopped their movements, he groaned into her mouth, his cock hard, demanding. But she placed her hands on his chest and pushed him back. As hard as it was, Styx retreated. Her cheeks were flushed, her mouth open and glossy, and her eyes wide. Styx was nearly to the point where his animalistic side—the part of him that only emerged when he was going to claim his mate—would have come out and all he would have been able to focus on was the mating.

      “Your eyes,” she breathed out. “Your … teeth.”

      Yes, he knew what he looked like, knew that because of his need to claim her, his eyes had gone darker, the pupils nearly taking up the white of his eyes. And his teeth, or more so the upper fangs that were on either side of his front teeth, probably made him look just as beastly as the creature he’d slain.

      She started shaking her head. “I can’t do this.” She exhaled. “What am I thinking? You want to keep me your captive. I can’t be a prisoner. I can’t be what you need or want.”

      He made a low, animalistic sound in the back of his throat and moved closer to her again. He placed a hand on either side of her head, caging her in, and leaned in so their faces were only an inch apart. Styx inhaled deeply, and he smelled her resolve, her need to not be seen as a caged animal, as a prisoner. But he also scented her arousal, the fact she was wet between her thighs … for him.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, my female.” He stared right in her eyes and moved one of his hands closer to her face so he could run his thumb along the shell of her ear. “I may never harm you, may always protect you, and see you’re cared for, but never underestimate what a male will do, and the lengths they’ll go, for their mate.” He leaned in another inch until their lips were close enough that when he spoke they’d brush together. “From the moment I saw you I knew you’d be mine.”

      She shook her head but didn’t say anything.

      “Oh yes, female. You are mine, and there isn’t anything or anyone, man or beast, that will take you from me.” He grinned, but it wasn’t one of amusement or to ease her. He wanted her to see how serious he was. “You can claim you don’t want this, but I can smell how wet that virgin pussy is for me.” He couldn’t stop the low growl that left him.

      “I’m not some piece of property you can claim,” she said softly and swallowed, obviously trying to seem stronger than she felt. Her arousal hadn’t dimmed, and Styx knew as much as she fought it, it claimed her as much as it did him. “I was running from servitude, and I won’t be subjected to it again.”

      He lifted his hand and pushed the long fall of her fire-colored hair away from her neck. “It’s an honor to be mated.” He looked down at her lips. “And you are not being kept here as my prisoner.” He lifted his gaze to her face again. “But make no mistake in thinking you can run from me.” He ran his finger along the side of her throat, her pulse beating wildly beneath her ear. “I have your scent ingrained in my very cells.” He growled the words out. “I can find you anywhere, my female, and I will track you if you’re ever taken from me.”

      “You’re a barbarian,” she said, but there was no heat or even disgust in her words.

      He didn’t deny what and who he was. He took a step closer until he heard her gasp and knew she felt his cock pressing against her upper stomach. “You feel that?” he asked, but she didn’t respond, just licked her lips. He bared his teeth so she could see his fangs again. “You see these?” Again she didn’t respond. “I’m going to claim you by taking your virginity, by shoving my cock so far into you that you won’t know where I end and you begin.” His cock jerked after he spoke, and her eyes widened further. He leaned close so his mouth was by her ear now. “And I’ll use my fangs to pierce this pretty throat of yours, take your essence into my body, and leave my mark so every other male knows who you belong to.”

      She was breathing harder, faster, and the scent of her arousal moving higher was like a flower blooming.

      He leaned back so he could look in her eyes again. Styx placed his hand right over her belly, and although she probably wouldn’t take kindly to what he was about to say, he needed her to see exactly how determined and serious he was about this whole situation. “And every single time I take you, claim you, wife, I’ll make sure to fill you up with my seed until it slips out of your hot little pussy.”

      This little sound left her, maybe outrage, but also maybe with a hint of desire.

      “And I’ll keep filling you up until I put my baby right here.” He added a little pressure to her belly. He watched her chest rise and fall. “I don’t think you fully understand what it means to be mated to me, female. But you will, and very soon.”
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      Several days later

      Audrey could have said she was too afraid of Styx to try to escape again, or that there was no hope of her getting down the mountain. She could even say the beasts out there in the wilderness had her too afraid to try to run. Audrey could have said that and more, but the truth was it wasn’t those things that kept her where she was, but the fact she was so confused by her own emotions concerning Styx that had her in this cave.

      He had his back to her, was crouched on his haunches, cooking some kind of meat he’d caught just earlier this morning. Although he’d only been gone for an hour or so, and she probably could have explored more of the cavern that led to the outside, the truth was she’d been afraid. He’d told her she was safe being alone in the cave during the daylight hours because the most dangerous of predators came out at night. But of course all she thought about was that hideous creature that had wanted her as a meal.

      Maybe Styx had known she wouldn’t try to leave. Maybe he’d known, even if there hadn’t been a beast intent on tearing her apart, that she didn’t know how in the hell to get down from this mountain.

      Killing herself wasn’t an option, and she wasn’t even contemplating that. This set-up Styx had wasn’t horrible—isolated, lonely, yes, but he hadn’t forced himself upon her, hadn’t raped her, and she started to feel something stronger. She couldn’t understand it, didn’t even know if she wanted to. It scared her, confused her, but most of all frustrated her. Telling him she wasn’t a prisoner and would never be only had him nodding in agreement. Was he so blind and consumed with this whole “mating” thing he kept talking about that he didn’t see that keeping her here, knowing she couldn’t leave, was the same thing as having her behind bars or chained up?

      She let her gaze linger over the bulging muscles of his back, at the definition, the pronounced strength. Styx should frighten her, realistically, because she knew how much stronger he was. There was no doubt he could crush her and not even think twice about it. But he’d cared for her, made sure she was healed. He’d tended to the wound at her side, and after the encounter with the winged beast, he’d washed her feet and spread this balm on her soles. And then he’d held her each and every night, wrapping his big body around hers and making her feel safe when maybe she shouldn’t, when maybe she should have fought harder.

      How could she hate someone, even if he kept her here, when he’d only shown her compassion?

      He stood and faced her, holding a stone platter with strips of meat on it. Her stomach growled at the sight, even if she’d seen the bizarre looking creature he’d dressed and cooked and was now serving her.

      “Eat, mate,” he said in his gruff, very male voice. He came closer to her and sat down beside her, his focus trained on her, always on her.

      There was a large bandage on his chest, right over the wounds. She’d been the one to clean his flesh and apply paste on the gouges. The paste had been what he’d given her, telling her it was formulated from the herbs of the forest, specializing in prompt healing. Where Audrey came from, there were herbs that had medicinal purposes, but nothing that would speed recovery.

      Once again, this made her realize she was out of her element and had her feeling like she was in another world altogether.

      Looking at his face for a second and then lowering her gaze back to his chest, she lifted her hand and touched the warm, firm flesh on his chest, right beside the bandage. She saw and felt him tense and stole another glance at his face. His gaze was still trained right on her, his eyes seeming hard, his body controlled.

      “I just want to make sure it’s healing well,” she whispered. When she had the bandage pulled away, shock filled her. The wounds on his chest from the fight with that winged creature were not only closed, but also seeming completely healed, and in only a few short days.

      “How is that possible?” she found herself saying more to herself than him.

      This just solidified even more that he was not human. The wounds, which were only a few days old, should have still been raw, fresh. Or at least they should have been if he’d been of her species.

      And he’s not of your species, no matter how much he resembles it.

      “My kind heals faster than yours.”

      She looked into his face. “You let me clean and dress it even though you knew it would be healed so quickly?”

      The corner of his mouth tilted. “I liked having my female tend to me.”

      Her heart started pounding a little harder at his words and the possessiveness that filled his voice.

      He lifted the plate of meat to her again. “Eat,” he said a little gentler than normal, and she felt herself relaxing, not because she was nervous around him, but because she was perpetually on edge with desire.

      Taking a deep breath, she grabbed one of the cooked pieces of meat, the strip warm and smelling surprisingly good.

      “You need to gain more weight,” Styx said, but he didn’t make it seem like it was an accusation, or even disgust, but more filled with worry and genuine sincerity.

      She started eating the meat, and for a few seconds Styx just watched her, as if he wanted to make sure she was actually eating. He did this a lot, making sure she was fed before him. Only when he was obviously content with how much she’d consumed did he start eating. They sat in silence as they finished off the strips of meat. He got them something to drink, and the liquid was warm and tasted familiar, like cinnamon and honey.

      When she was finished with her drink and eating, she leaned back against the wall and watched as Styx devoured the rest of the meat. He was a huge man, and the amount of food he consumed on a daily basis was as impressive as it was shocking.

      “Will you ever let me leave this cave?” The truth was she had no desire to leave the cave, not now that she knew the kind of insane creatures lurking out there. But realistically she couldn’t stay in this mountain forever.

      Styx looked at her, and for long seconds he didn’t speak. Finally he moved over to the wall a few feet from her and leaned against it. The longer he stayed silent, the more the air seemed to thicken. “Is leaving something you’d truly want to do?”

      She looked at the ground and thought about what he said. “There’s danger no matter where you are, but keeping me ‘locked’ in here isn’t right.” She glanced at him again. “Even if I agreed to stay and not fight you, that I’ll stay here and be with you in the way you want…” She stopped speaking and thought about that. Instantly her body heated. She saw the way Styx flared his nostrils, and she knew he smelled her lust. Clearing her throat, she steeled herself and spoke again. “Even if I agreed to all that, you can’t expect me to stay here. I need to be able to fight, to live. I need to be a partner, like you claim I am, and not a prisoner.”

      He didn’t speak for long seconds again, but then she heard him exhale. “You’re right.”

      To be honest, she was surprised he’d agreed with her. Audrey could see him fighting her on this, on demanding she was his, and he’d do with her as he pleased, even keeping her in this cave.

      “If you want to explore, you do so with me. You wouldn’t last out there alone.”

      She took no offense to that, because after seeing that one creature coming at her she knew she wouldn’t last out there by herself. Audrey wasn’t a fighter, and never had been. She’d lived a peaceful, farming life, had never wanted anything more than to be comfortable and keep her family fed. But they were gone now, and as much grief as she felt for that, as much sorrow that filled her, Audrey had stayed strong and didn’t let it consume her. Her mother and brother wouldn’t have wanted that.

      Besides, she’d done so much crying during her trip to the auctions that she didn’t know if she had more tears to shed.

      “Okay,” she finally said, feeling trepidation, but also excitement filling her that they’d at least come to this compromise. The thing was, Audrey didn’t think about herself as a captive, not really, and not since Styx had saved her from that creature. But she also knew she couldn’t just be here and waste away.

      “You will stay here with me without any fighting?” he asked, leaning in an inch closer. “You want to be my mate?”

      She swallowed, not denying the fact she did find Styx arousing, if also brutal and savage. But the latter showed her that this male was serious about life, about protecting what he actually thought was his.

      And that’s me.

      “Where else would I go?” she said honestly.

      He leaned in an inch closer. “I want you here because you want to be here, wife.”

      What was she supposed to say to that? Was she brave enough, truthful enough, to admit that she wanted him in the most basic sense? Was Audrey sane enough to admit being a captive by this male, and saved by him on more than one occasion had her … feeling like she wanted to be with him? Was she insane for wanting this, for wanting him?

      He could have hurt her at any turn, could have forced himself upon her a hundred times by now. But he hadn’t.

      And I want him even more.

      When she didn’t answer right way, because she really didn’t know how to say any of what was on her mind or what she felt, Styx rose and went to sit next to her. She didn’t tense, didn’t even feel that tightness in her body when he was near. She felt calm, comfortable, and the dark, masculine scent of him consumed her.

      Styx had a finger under her chin and tipped her head back. She stared into his dark eyes.

      “You are free, Audrey.”

      She got a rush hearing him say her name again.

      “You are mine.”

      She licked her lips, feeling heat wash through her.

      “If exploring is what you want, then I’ll be by your side as you do it.”

      And strangely enough, that was exactly what she wanted.
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        Several days later

      

      

      Audrey followed Styx through the cavern tunnel and to the opening of his home. Several days had passed since they’d had the discussion about her wanting to explore, and although she’d been ready to go the next day, a storm had come through, and it had been too dangerous to venture out. Styx also would only take her out during daylight hours, since he made sure to explain at night was when the really dangerous predators emerged.

      She’d been more than okay with that.

      Styx held his hand out and stopped, and she did the same. She was nervous, for whatever reason, but it wasn’t because she could have tried escaping again—which she had no intention of doing. It was because she was venturing off into the unknown, and anything that she couldn’t see, couldn’t rationalize, terrified her.

      Styx turned and looked at her. “Come here, my female.”

      She couldn’t help the tingle that raced up her spine at hearing him say that endearment. It seemed very primal and savage-like, calling her “my female,” but strangely, it made her feel all warm inside.

      Audrey moved to stand in front of him, tipped her head back, and stared into his eyes. The sunlight came through the opening of the cave, washing him in light and shadows.

      “You stay by me at all times.”

      She nodded once.

      “We go to the bushes and pick the berries, I’ll hunt for dinner, and we come back.”

      She nodded once more.

      “The forest is relatively safe during daylight hours, but I will not take any chances with you.”

      Her heart started beating at the possession in his voice. And then he cupped the side of her face and leaned down to kiss her. It was a slow kiss, but over all too soon. Audrey even found herself leaning in for more, not able to help herself. When she opened her eyes, not realizing she’d closed them, it was to see a half-lidded expression on Styx’s face.

      “I will not let anything happen to you.”

      “I know,” she found herself saying.

      He gave one brisk nod, grabbed her hand, and pulled her forward. They stopped at the edge of the cave opening, and she glanced down, seeing it wasn’t as far a drop as she’d expected, but still enough that she could break a bone, or even her neck. But the one and only time she’d come this close to being outside, it had been dark, and that creature had been coming after her.

      “This way,” he said and pulled her toward the side. It was then she noticed the rocky path that descended. It was definitely dangerous and steep, but manageable. When they got to the ledge, Styx let go of her hand and starting moving down the path.

      “You keep your back toward the mountain, hands flat on the rock, and don’t look down.”

      “Okay,” she managed to say, although right now she was second guessing if this had been a good idea.

      Styx stared at her for a second before reaching down and pulling out a rope in the bag he had hung over his shoulder. He tied the rope around his waist first, and then did the same to her waist.

      “I won’t let you fall,” he said with determination.

      “But if I fall you’ll go over, too.”

      He shook his head. “No. I won’t let you fall,” he said again, and she felt herself relaxing and then nodding.

      The farther they descended, the more she felt her body start to sweat, tremble, and fear take hold. It was hard not to look down, because with every step she took, pebbles would shift under her, being kicked off the side of the mountain.

      Audrey was aware Styx was probably going much slower than he normally did, and that he kept looking at her. He also kept seeing if she was okay, if she needed to stop, and he reassured her she wouldn’t fall.

      And as strange as it was, she believed him, even if she was scared shitless.

      When they finally reached the bottom, she breathed out, not realizing she’d barely been breathing that entire time. Her hands shook, and her knees felt like they’d give out on her at any minute. Styx pulled her into the hardness of his chest, put a hand on the back of her head, and started whispering things to her in his strange, yet masculine and beautiful language.

      “I told you I wouldn’t let you fall.”

      She couldn’t help the smile that curved her mouth. “No, you didn’t let me fall. But you do that daily?” She looked up at his face. “You risk death going down that treacherous path?”

      Styx ginned, and the break in his hardened exterior looked really good on him. “As time passes you, too, will be able to go down it with ease.” His expression became very serious. “But only with me.” He undid the rope from around their waists and held his hand out. She slipped hers into his much larger one.

      How strange she was starting to feel at ease after such a short time. But Audrey knew about survival, maybe not in the way Styx did, but enough to know that it was hard trying to do it on her own. Yes, this man had taken her, scared the shit out of her by saying she would stay here with him, but as the days passed, she realized it wasn’t so bad. He wasn’t so bad. She also couldn’t hide how she felt anymore but wasn’t sure how she’d ever express it to him.

      “Come,” he said and then started leading her through the forest. She took in everything, the sights and the sounds, even the smells surrounding them. The trees were massive, towering above them hundreds of feet, the thick canopy of leaves making a blanket. Despite it being morning, the sun had a hard time piercing through and reaching them on the ground.

      After about a ten-minute walk, they reached a clearing with some beautiful blue bushes. She assumed they had the berries she’d be picking.

      Styx stopped, his sword now unsheathed and in his hand, his head moving back and forth as he looked around their surroundings. She watched as he inhaled, tilting his head to listen better, and when he relaxed, she felt herself doing the same.

      “My female, if you want to pick the berries, they are there. I’ll hunt for meat once that is finished.”

      She nodded, moved over to the bushes, and started picking the almost neon white berries. The fragrant sweet scent of the berries washed up and surrounded her, and she took that scent into her lungs, as well as the freshness of just being out in the open. The air was perfect, wild and clean, and the temperature, although a little breezy with a chill to it, felt incredible on her skin.

      The outfit she wore was intricately placed strips of animal hide. Over the last couple of days, Styx had been working on clothing for her from the stockpile of animal furs and leathers he had stored. The dark leather covered her breasts and the majority of her belly, and the pants fit her pretty snugly. She was covered, but was able to move freely, and the flesh that was covered in leather was warm, protected. It went a long way from the slavers’ gown she’d worn, or the tattered outfits she’d had back at her home.

      She took her time picking the berries, and once she was finished and her bag was full, she looked over at Styx. He was on alert, his body tight, corded, his stance protective just a few feet from her as he scanned their surroundings continuously.

      But then he snapped his head to the side, inhaled deeply, and this low sound came from him. “Come here, mate,” he said in a deep, urgent voice. Audrey was by his side a second later, looking around, but not seeing anything. He reached behind with the hand not holding his sword and pulled her even closer to his body. And then it was like everything around them became deathly still and silent. It was clear something very dangerous was close by, and Audrey felt her heart start to race, felt sweat bead along her body, and tried to see what the threat was.

      She hated not knowing what was going on or what was about to happen.

      “What’s going on?” she whispered.

      “We must be quiet, my mate. I need to see how many threats are out there.”

      Audrey closed her eyes, slowly counted to regain her thoughts, and when she got to ten, she opened them once more, knowing if she had to fight—even if she didn’t know how to fight, not really—she’d defend herself and the male she’d grown to care about.

      And then it was like everything stilled: the sounds, and the very air around them just stopping. And slowly, after a few moments, it was like being in water and hearing faint noises, but it was distorted. The first thing she heard was the hissing coming from the thick line of trees. And then she heard twigs snapping, more hissing and growling, and finally a blood-chilling screech.

      “I thought you said no predators were out in the daylight hours?” Her heart was beating fast and hard.

      “It is either hurt or sick, because nothing of that nature should be out here.”

      Fantastic.

      Styx shifted on his feet, and she leaned to the side until she could see exactly what had emerged from the tree line.

      A hideous, monstrous creature slowly crawled toward them, its tongue out, the hissing and screeching noises coming on louder, more frequently.

      “It’s infected and rabid,” Styx said, his hand still on her waist. But then he pushed her back. “Stay far away from this, my female.” He had his hands now wrapped around the sword fully and faced off with the creature.

      She watched in horror as the beast charged forward, spittle spraying out of his gaping mouth. It didn’t have wings like the last beast, and it kept close to the ground. The scales on its back were iridescent red and orange, and every time the sunlight hit them through a break in the canopy of leaves above them, a flash of blinding light bounced off of it.

      She didn’t know if it normally moved on the ground like a snake, or it couldn’t stand fully up because it was sick. Either way, it was disgusting and frightening. Everything seemed to happen so quickly. Her heart was in her throat, and she worried for Styx more than herself.

      More spittle dripped out of its mouth as it howled out and charged forward again before stopping just a few feet from Styx.

      “Move back farther, Audrey,” Styx shouted out.

      She didn’t breathe, couldn’t for that matter. But when the creature lunged forward and swiped out with a talon toward Styx, she covered her mouth in horror. Looking around, she wanted to find a weapon, but aside from some sticks on the ground, there wasn’t anything. She couldn’t lose Styx, not after she’d accepted her life and what she felt for him.

      Styx swung his blade out, slicing into the side of the creature. The beast made this loud, blood-curdling cry.

      Watching the fight in horror was all she could do. Trying to help when she was just a novice in these things would get either her killed, or both of them. She couldn’t be a distraction to Styx, and if she tried to help she knew she would be.

      She watched the horror continue to play out, saw Styx fighting like he did this daily.

      He probably does.

      And then Styx sliced his blade through the creature’s neck. Black, oily looking blood sprayed out a second before the creature fell to the ground, the life fading from its eyes.

      Everything was still for a second, and then Styx turned around, a few cuts on his chest, and even one on his cheek. But overall he was in good condition for just fighting that beast.

      And then Styx came up to her, wrapped his hand around her nape, and pulled her close. He kissed her on the top of the head and murmured in his native language something that sounded sweet, caring.

      “What did you say?” she asked, wanting to talk about anything to keep her mind off the hideous creature just a few feet from them.

      “It means you’re safe, that I’ll always protect you with my last breath.”

      She closed her eyes, feeling her body start to tremble with the aftereffects of what had just happened, of what she’d seen.

      At any moment her life could change, but it wasn’t just about living in this foreign environment, but also anywhere. She’d been taken from her home, sold off, and had ended up finding herself here. She looked up into Styx’s face, the man that would lay his life down for her just because that was what he wanted, because he held her close.

      Audrey rose up and kissed him, not caring about anything else in that moment but showing him that she wasn’t afraid, and that she wanted him, too. When she pulled back, she could clearly see the desire on his face and felt how hard he was against her belly.

      “As much as I like what you’re doing, female, I want to get you back to the safety of the cave.”

      She nodded, agreeing, but also knowing she wasn’t going to stop what was inevitably going to happen. She didn’t want to stop it.
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      She swallowed, her slender throat working from the act, and Styx found it highly attractive.

      They’d come back to the cave not that long ago, and after he’d cleaned off the blood and grime from the fight, he’d made sure his mate was fed. He’d also checked her for any wounds, even if he knew she’d been unscathed. What happened out there was rare given the time of day it was, but of course it had to happen when they’d been out and Audrey had been exploring. But he supposed he was glad it had happened that way, because maybe now she fully realized how dangerous it was. If he wasn’t capable, and didn’t know he could protect her at all costs, he wouldn’t have risked taking her out.

      Styx couldn’t keep her caged in the cave, protected from the horrors and dangers of the outside environment. But he’d meant it when he’d said he’d be by her side whenever she ventured out. She was his mate, his equal, but he also would make sure she was never harmed.

      They sat by the fire, him on one side, and her on the other, but the heat that filled the cave had nothing to do with the flames between them, and everything to do with the arousal moving back and forth. He smelled Audrey’s desire, knew she was wet for him, primed. She was also at the peak of her fertility.

      He couldn’t help that male side of him, the part that came from his species, the part of him that wanted to press her to the ground, mount her, and fill her with his cum. But this wasn’t just about putting his babies inside of her, but about showing her that he cared for her. This wasn’t just a biological need in him, but about Styx wanting to make sure Audrey felt just as good as he would, and that she knew she was his equal and not his property.

      “You’re different with me, I’ve noticed,” she finally said after long moments of comfortable silence. “Although I guess I wouldn’t know since I’ve never seen you interact with anything but these monstrous creatures. But compared to the men I’ve come in contact with recently … yeah, you’re different, and not in a bad way.”

      He didn’t answer right away, but then ran his hand over his face, feeling the stubble along his cheeks. He was different with her, he knew it, and saw it in himself. But he wanted her to know that when it came to anyone else he wouldn’t hesitate to slit throats and watch them bleed out.

      “Make no mistake, my female, I am far from the gentle man you may be accustomed to.”

      She glanced down at the ground, not speaking right away. “I’m not accustomed to men that would be called gentle.” She swallowed and lifted her head to stare at him, her nervousness saturating the air around them. “My family was killed. I was taken from my home and sold into sexual slavery. Maybe it was luck, or fate, or whatever, but I was able to escape. That’s how you found me.”

      The very thought of someone touching her, a male thinking they could have her, had this blind rage filling him. Styx wanted to hunt out those males and kill them, make them see that taking what wasn’t theirs was the wrong fucking move.

      “I would gladly kill them ten times over just to make them see that thinking they could have you was the worst mistake they ever made.” There was a moment of silence, but he wanted her to fully understand. The air heated, and he scented the shift in her, the fact that her arousal grew the longer she stared at him. But Styx was in a constant state of lust where Audrey was concerned. She stepped toward him.

      “I don’t want to fight you, Styx.” She looked at him with wide eyes, the sweet scent of her desire filling his head and making him intoxicated from it. “I don’t want to fight this.”

      His cock jerked behind his leathers again, and he knew he had to sample this female, his mate. He rose and walked toward her, smelling her lust rise and feeling his body become tighter, ready to finally claim his wife.

      “When I first saw you, something in me awoke. You were hurt, but there for the taking. I wanted to protect you, to make you happy from that moment on, even though I hadn’t even spoken to you, or even seen the color of your eyes.” He inhaled deeply again, taking her scent, her essence into his body. “I knew you would be mine, would carry my young, and so I had to have you.”

      He crouched in front of her, both of them only inches away now, breathing the same air, experiencing the same electricity and arousal.

      “The moment I saw you I knew you were mine, Audrey.” He smoothed his finger over her bottom lip, and he felt her tremble. He stared right in her eyes and continued to speak. “There wasn’t anyone or anything that would stop me from what I wanted, and what I wanted was you. What I want until the end of time is you, Audrey.”

      She didn’t speak.

      “Are you still frightened of me?”

      She shook her head.

      “Does what I say frighten you, how I want you as mine?” He could scent her emotions, but he wanted her to verbally answer him. The truth was, before Audrey, Styx hadn’t cared about what a female felt. Maybe it was because he hadn’t found his mate, that one female that would forever shape him, change him.

      But for the males of his kind, and even the females, that was the way they lived.

      Audrey was so different from any other person he’d met.

      “I want you to be mine willingly.”

      “I want that, too,” she said low, soft. She reached out, curled her hands around his biceps, and pulled him closer. For long seconds, they just looked into each other’s eyes, and Styx had a hell of a time not taking her in the way of his people: hard, rough, fast.

      He smelled her nervousness, her innocence, and he needed to take this slow with her, or as slow as he could make himself.

      “I’ve never been with a—”

      “I know,” he said before she could finish. “And that means you’ll only ever be mine, Audrey. No other male will have you.” He leaned back and looked down at the leathers she wore. “You’ll never know what it feels like to have any cock but mine. You’ll never know the feeling of a male’s hands on you but mine.” He looked into her eyes, knowing she could sense how serious he was. “You’ll never carry another male’s young but mine.” She breathed harder, faster, and he allowed his inner savageness to come forth, the beast that made his fangs come out, and his eyes change when he was aroused or in battle. “Now,” he said and heard the deepness, the distortion n his voice from his primal side. “Get undressed for me, mate.”

      She swallowed, and after a moment passed, she gripped the laces of her leather shirt and started loosening them.

      He started breathing harder the longer he stared at her, watching her get nude for him alone. Styx wanted her, that was undeniable, and he didn’t hide the animal that always lurked beneath his flesh, buried deep down and waiting to emerge.

      But it wasn’t buried now, and instead was right at the surface making itself known.

      She looked at his mouth and then back at his face. “I’m nervous.”

      “Trust me to make things right and good with you.” Never had Styx felt so … compassionate toward another being.

      But Audrey made him feel so alive, made him feel whole even. He had her up in his arms seconds later, turned, and walked them over to the pallet he slept on. It was bigger for both of them, and he wanted as much room to worship her as possible.

      Once she was lying on her back, her leathers already removed, Styx took a step back and admired the view.

      He stood there for long moments just staring at her, and then in his gruff voice said, “Open for me, mate. Let me see what I’ll be claiming, marking tonight.”

      It took her a moment to comply, but he scented her arousal, so he knew she was right here with him.

      When her thighs were open and her pussy was on clear display, a harsh groan left him. He was on his knees before her seconds later, the beast in him that demanded he claim, mate, and breed his female rising up like an impatient bastard.

      Styx smoothed his hands up her legs, over her thighs, and curled his fingers into her soft flesh. He pulled her thighs apart even farther. He leaned in until there was only an inch separating their mouths, and his cock, covered still in his leathers, was pressed against her inner thigh.

      “God, Styx,” she whispered, her mouth brushing against his as she spoke. “I want this so badly I can taste it.”

      He leaned back just an inch and lowered his gaze to her chest, saw her breasts rise and fall violently with her increased breathing, and felt his mouth water. “I crave your surrender, but also get harder because of your strength.”

      A small noise of need left her.

      “Do you want to give yourself to me right now?” He needed to hear her say it, to beg for it.

      “Yes,” she whispered, and he looked at her face, gauging her reaction. “And I think that frightens me most of all, Styx.”

      He loved it when she said his name.

      “How wet are you for me, my female?”

      She licked her lips and breathed out slowly. “So wet,” she said almost inaudibly.

      “And it’s all for me?”

      She nodded.

      “Tell me.”

      “It’s all for you. Only for you.”

      He made a low, pleased sound in the back of his throat. Styx slipped his hand between her legs while still staring at her. But he didn’t touch her pussy right away, just kept his fingers poised right on her inner thigh, right by that crease where her leg met the tight, hot little part of her. Styx felt the heat from her cunt instantly and didn’t stop the animalistic sound that left him because of it.

      Pulling her leg even farther out with his other hand, he didn’t deny either of them. He touched her pussy.

      She opened her mouth and gasped.

      He spread his fingers through her wet, soaked slit, and grunted in arousal.

      “Yeah, you want this, mate.”

      “God, Styx,” she whispered.

      “Tell me, beg me, wife.”

      She didn’t speak for long seconds, but finally licked her lips and nodded. “I want this, want you, Styx.”

      He growled, because that’s all he needed to hear to finally claim his mate.
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      Am I really doing this?

      Right now she was trying to only think about what they were doing, and not about if she should or shouldn’t be so submissive and willing.

      But I want to be this way. I want this with him.

      Styx tempted her darkest desires, made her question what she’d ever wanted out of life. Before him and this situation, she’d never thought about what she wanted for a future. It had been about surviving, spending time with her mother and brother, and doing the same thing the next day.

      Now isn’t the time to let that grief overtake you. They wouldn’t want your life to revolve around that.

      It was hard to ignore, of course. They consumed her thoughts, the memories having her thinking about the happy times. Death wasn’t something her social status was unaccustomed to, but the way it had gone down, and the fact she’d never see them again, hurt her heart.

      “Your thoughts are elsewhere, troubled,” Styx said, stopping right away, concern in his voice.

      She swallowed, not wanting to think about the depressing stuff right now, because this wasn’t the time or place. She’d grieved for her family, for the loss, for what she’d never share with them again.

      “I was thinking about my family.”

      He lifted a brow. “At a time like this?” he asked, the seriousness and curiosity clear in his voice.

      She shook her head. “I was thinking about my time back at the farm with my family. It just morphed from there.” She pushed all thoughts of her mother and brother out of her mind. “It wasn’t the most appropriate time, but I hadn’t been able to help myself, I guess. My grief just kind of rose up.”

      He smoothed his hand on her knee, not in a sexual way, but more comforting. “We don’t have to do anything, wife,” he said softly, his voice so deep and thick.

      She looked at him, seeing that he was serious, that he’d stop this in a heartbeat if she wanted to, if her thoughts took her away. Audrey pushed away any remaining thoughts of her past, rose up slightly, and was the one to kiss him this time. She pulled back and looked in his dark eyes.

      “Let’s focus on the here and now,” she whispered, meaning it.

      Styx grabbed her behind the head, tangling his big hands in her hair and claiming her mouth again. For long moments they kissed, their moans matching in intensity. He finally pulled back, and she sucked in a lungful of air.

      “You’re sure?”

      She nodded. “More than sure.”

      He leaned back, that dark, aroused look covering his face and turning her on even more. He looked down the length of her body, just looking his fill and making her feel like there was no other woman in the world for him. “Just give yourself to me for all time, let me show you how good I can make you feel, how happy I can make you.” It was almost as if he spoke to himself.

      “Take me, Styx.”

      He lifted his gaze from between her thighs and stared into her eyes. “I’m going to make you feel so fucking good you can’t walk straight tomorrow, my female.” He spoke low.

      A shiver worked its way up her spine. “I’m going to fill you up with my cum, put my baby inside of you.” He leaned closer so he had his mouth by her ear now. The dark, delicious words had her pussy clenching. “You’re primed for me,” he whispered. “You’re fertile to take my seed and have my child grow within you.”

      She closed her eyes and exhaled. The fertility talk shouldn’t have been as arousing as it was, but she found herself moaning and thrusting her breasts against his hard, powerful chest.

      Styx slid his other hand up her arm, over her bare shoulder, and wrapped his fingers around the column of her neck, adding just the smallest amount of pressure. He didn’t leave his hand there for that long before he smoothed it back down her chest and settled it right between her breasts.

      His big body blocked out everything behind her. His species made humans look small and fragile in comparison.

      Styx leaned in until she felt his lips along her jaw, loved the stubble from his cheek as it slightly abraded her flesh. Inhaling deeply, she took in his intoxicating scent, the aroma that made him all male. She closed her eyes and absorbed the pleasure moving through her. He moved his mouth along her neck, stroked her skin with his tongue, and God, did it feel so good. She knew he could be so rough with her, just take what he wanted, but he made sure this was good for her, too.

      He moved his mouth back to her ear and whispered, “Are you ready for me, female? Ready for me to take your virginity and fill you up with my seed?”

      She shivered in response, unable to help herself. “I’m ready,” she actually managed to say.

      His erection pressed against her inner thigh, so big and long, hard and massive. “Smelling you, feeling your warmth, your acceptance of this, of me, has me so on edge I’m barely hanging on.” They gazed at each other for a moment, neither speaking, but their breathing loud, identical.

      He treated her as if she meant something to him, not like a piece of property.

      Styx smoothed a finger along her cheek, his gaze on her mouth. Then his lips were on hers and his tongue speared between them. He tasted potent, powerful.

      “Mine,” he groaned against her mouth, his voice deeper, more distorted. “You’ll own me just as much as I own you, my female.”

      He moved his thumb along the pulse right below her ear. He gently bit her lip, and a gasp left her. She felt his fangs, and a fresh gush of moisture left her pussy.

      Audrey had her hands on his chest, his muscles firm beneath her palms. God, he was so strong. He growled out, grabbed her wrists in a firm, but gentle hold, and brought her arms above her head. She was stretched out for him like an offering, but maybe that’s what he wanted?

      The growl that came from him was gruff, so dangerous sounding, that she should have been afraid, not impossibly wetter. He leaned down and ran his tongue along the arch of her throat, which had Audrey moaning out for more, not even caring that she begged him.

      With one little nip to her neck and the tip of his fangs pressed to her flesh, he had her turned around before she could even inhale. Now on her belly with her ass all but in the air, she felt him smooth his hand over the length of her spine. Her heart was beating in her throat. She heard it in her ears and felt perspiration cover her body.

      Is that even possible?

      Everything was happening so fast, but she didn’t dare stop it, not for how inflamed she was.

      He ground his erection against her ass, and she closed her eyes and bit her lip. He was huge, and she wished he’d take off his leathers so she could feel all of him.

      As if he read her mind, he moved away from her only long enough to all but tear his pants off. She looked over her shoulder, felt her eyes widen, and knew Styx would stretch her oh so good.

      His cock was long, thick, and massive. Her pussy clenched at the thought of him shoving all of that inside of her. He grabbed himself and started stroking his uncut dick, the foreskin being pulled back every time he ran his palm down his length.

      “You like what you see, female?”

      “Yes,” she said instantly.

      “This is all for you.” He took a step closer. “This will only ever be for you.”

      Her throat tightened, and her mouth went dry.

      Styx was back on top of her a second later, his bare erection now on her naked ass. A gasp left her at the heat that came from him, and at the feeling of his pre-cum smearing along her overheated flesh.

      This felt good, and he wasn’t even inside of her yet.

      He placed his hands on either side of her outer thighs, and slowly moved them up. His hands were warm, big, and slightly callused. They were warrior hands, ones that knew what it meant to work hard and kill to defend and protect.

      He groaned. “I can smell you, female, smell your arousal, your need for me to give you this.” He pressed his dick in the crease of her ass. “You’re so ready for me, your body needing my cum.” His words were low and deep, and she bit her lip harder. “You are so wet for me.”

      “I’ve never had sex,” she said on a breath.

      He squeezed his fingers on her outer thighs. “I know, mate.” He sounded pleased with that. He growled low in his throat like some kind of feral animal. “I’ll make this good for you, gentle this first time.”

      She held her breath. The wickedness of his words and this situation had her on the verge of passing out.

      Styx moved down the length of her body until she felt his warm breath along the top of her ass. He kissed and licked her flesh, and then grabbed the cheeks and clenched his fingers around the mounds. When he spread her bottom and the cool air moved along the crease, she let out the breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding.

      He groaned, and she knew he was staring at the area he had exposed. “You’re so fucking juicy for me.” He speared a finger through her slit, and she bit her lip harder, tasting blood as she broke the skin.

      “Ask me for it again.”

      “Please,” she begged.

      Styx spanked her right cheek first, the sound of flesh being hit echoing off the cavern walls.

      “Your body craves me.” He rubbed her between her legs again, proving that she was even wetter after he spanked her.

      At the first touch of his tongue on her pussy, she couldn’t contain the cry that left her. And then he feasted on her like she was his last meal. Styx licked up the center of her pussy, and she cried out from the pain and pleasure coalescing into one.

      Gods.

      “Styx, yes. That feels so good.”

      He groaned against her, the sloppy sounds of him eating her out filling the cavern.

      She clenched the furs beneath her, needing something to hold on to. Shifting slightly, her ass ended up being propped up more, and was obscenely shoved in Styx’s face. But he groaned at that fact and sucked on her pussy harder, faster.

      He sucked her clit into the hot, wet depths of his mouth, and that was the end of it. She came for Styx, just opened herself up and experienced what he had to give her. She knew she could enjoy this, embrace it, because this wasn’t the end.

      He sucked even harder, and her breath hitched.

      “Tonight is about pleasing you, my female, even if my cock wants inside of you, wants to really have you in all ways.” He sucked on her harder.

      He wasn’t even going to fuck her right now? She didn’t know if she’d even survive.

      “I’ll be the only one that sates your needs.” He ran his teeth along her labia, and a gasp left her at the sensitivity of it.

      He pushed her legs open more, stood behind her, and before she could contemplate what was happening, he had her flat on her back again. He had both of her wrists in one of his hands once more, thrust above her head, and had her submitting to him in the most basic of ways. He bent down between her thighs and had his mouth back on her pussy.

      He was relentless as he rubbed her clit, moved that thick digit around the opening of her body, not penetrating her, but promising that he could take her any way he wanted. “You have my beast coming out, mate.” He started to penetrate her with his finger, just one, and very slowly. His hand kept her pinned down for his ministration. He was relentless, wicked and demanding as he flicked his tongue back and forth over her clit, and barely fucked her with his finger.

      The sound of his voice made vibrations on her clit, and she moaned out for more.

      “I have feelings for you, Styx.” She whispered the words, as if they had a mind of their own.

      He murmured against her flesh, “Mine.” He started sucking especially hard on the little nub, and she came again for him.

      When her pleasure receded and they were both panting harshly, Styx pulled her into his arms and just held her. Maybe Audrey shouldn’t have felt anything but disgust for Styx, given the way they’d been brought together, but she couldn’t feel anything but the strong emotions coursing through her.

      She turned her head and closed her eyes, breathing in his scent, that dark, intoxicating aroma. It felt so good to have him hold her, to have his big arms wrapped around her, making her feel protected and cared for.

      After everything she’d been through, all Audrey thought about was how lucky she really was. This male had helped in more ways than just saving her life and tending to her. This male had given her hope in a rather bleak existence. And to her that meant the world.
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        The following day

      

      

      Audrey tried her hand at cooking tonight’s dinner, and although she’d cooked plenty where she used to live, the meat she was working with and the fruits and vegetables Styx had brought her were unlike anything she’d ever used before.

      He’d left to make sure the cave entrance was secure, and Audrey picked up one of the yellow pieces of vegetables, one that had a green stripe down the center and felt of earth. Since she wasn’t familiar with this area, she decided to use the meat and other ingredients to make a stew.

      Picking up the strips of meat, she felt they were oily and thick, but they smelled incredible, even raw. Setting them in the large pot hanging over the flames on a fire spit, she started dropping in the cut-up vegetables, adding herbs Styx had given her, and then took a large wooden ladle and mixed it all together. For the stew not even being cooked yet, she had to admit the scent was delicious.

      The sound of Styx approaching had her turning and looking toward the entrance of the cave. When he stepped through, her body instantly heated, remembering what he’d done to her, given her, the night before.

      She took a moment to just stare at Styx, at the way his body moved so fluidly, his muscles bunching and relaxing with every step he took, the intense expression he also wore. She felt herself become wet, wanting him inside of her desperately, but she’d never say it out loud. She couldn’t. But then Styx stopped just a few feet from her, set his sword down so it leaned against the rock wall, and turned to face her.

      She watched as his pupils dilated, his eyes becoming dark and dangerous, a trait she knew meant he was aroused. She also saw the tip of his fangs, and the side of her neck throbbed with the remembrance of him running those deadly points along her flesh, not puncturing her, but the threat, enticement there at the surface.

      Food forgotten and arousal claiming every part of her, there was something that shifted in Audrey She found herself slowly rising, her pulse increasing, and the sound of the fire crackling not blocking out their increased respirations.

      “Audrey.” Styx said her name softly, with heat. He inhaled, and a tingle spread through her at the knowledge he was taking in the fact she was wet for him. This low, animalistic sound left him, and then he was right in front of her. He had his head lowered and ran the tip of his nose up the length of her throat.

      “I can smell how much you want me, mate,” he growled out in a deep whisper.

      She closed her eyes and nodded, knowing he couldn’t see her do the act, but unable to actually say anything.

      He cupped her cheeks in his huge hands, leaned back, and looked into her eyes.

      “Matuva Grethya Nu,” he said in his native tongue. His words were gruff, his language on the serrated side, but she found it beautiful all the same.

      “What did you say?” she asked. One day she’d learn his language.

      That thought had this warmth spreading through her, because it was like a slap to the face with the realization she wanted to stay.

      He lowered his gaze to her mouth. “It means you are my earth, my moon, sun, and stars. It means my heart beats for you, that you’re my everything.”

      She lowered her gaze to his mouth, as well. “All of that for three little words?”

      He lowered his head an inch closer to her. “More or less.” The corner of his mouth lifted, and then he had his lips on hers. Styx moved his hands down her face, stroked his fingers along the sides of her neck, and continued lower until he gripped her hips. He kissed her while he did this, stroking his tongue over her lips, before delving it into her mouth. He flexed and released his fingers on her hips, and she knew that this encounter … this mating, as he called it, would be so heated she wouldn’t even be able to comprehend the magnitude of it.

      It wasn’t just about her losing her virginity to Styx, but about her giving herself to a male that would never let her go.

      And that is a heady combination.

      The fire running through her veins could not be ignored, could not be extinguished, but Audrey didn’t want it any other way.

      He broke the kiss and started moving his mouth down her cheeks, along her neck, and stopped at her collarbone. “So sweet, mate.” He growled the words out.

      She breathed out heavily, because at the moment that was all she could do. Styx made her wet and so ready to take him into her body, making her feel like she was losing all control. He pulled her closer to him, and she felt his hardness. She gasped at the feeling because it heightened her own arousal.

      A shiver worked its way through her, and Audrey grabbed his head, tangled her fingers in his messy, longer hair, and pulled his head back until she could look into his eyes.

      He flared his nostrils, his pupils fully dilated and his mouth parted. She glimpsed his wicked-looking fangs again, and she got impossibly wetter. Audrey took control of the kiss and gave back just as forcefully as Styx had. He groaned against her mouth and grabbed a chunk of her hair behind her head, pulling the strands until the pain mixed with the pleasure.

      After long seconds, he finally broke the kiss.

      She moaned when he ran his tongue back down her neck and along her pulse.

      “I’m going to mark you so fucking good.”

      He was rock hard, so big and thick that wetness coated her inner thighs. He smoothed his hands over her bottom, down the back of her thighs, and gripped her behind the knees. Before she knew what was happening, he had her leather pants off and had his hand between her thighs.

      “Styx,” she said and closed her eyes as his big fingers found her soaking slit. She wrapped her thighs around his waist. He claimed her mouth once more and speared his tongue between her lips.

      She moaned and grabbed on to his shoulders for support. Their breathing mingled, and for that moment they were one.

      “You are perfect for me. You are mine and only mine, until we both take our last breath.”

      Audrey shivered at his dominating and possessive demeanor. She took in the wide expanse of his nude shoulders, and of the scars that littered his golden skin, telling of the battles he’d fought.

      Her gaze drifted farther south, leading to what she wanted most at the moment.

      Yeah, Audrey was going to move this along, because doing nothing was not an option.
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      Mine.

      Styx had been trying to rein in his desire for Audrey since the moment he found her in the woods, innocent, vulnerable.

      Pushing those thoughts aside, he watched as the firelight moved along her curvy form. She’d taken off her top, and her naked body called to him in the most primal of ways.

      Her thick, red waves were pushed off her body, and there was nothing obstructing him from looking his fill. He heard her swallow and saw the slender line of her throat work up and down. Of course he knew she was nervous, but her arousal far outweighed that.

      “Wife, I could have my fill of you and I’d still never be sated.” He lifted her head with his finger under her chin.

      Audrey licked her lips, and he was riveted to the sight, imagining her mouth wrapped around his cock.

      He reached out and pushed a piece of her hair away from her forehead. “Tell me you’re mine.”

      “I’m yours,” she said without hesitation.

      That pleased him immensely, and he growled low at that fact. He smoothed his hands along the bare flesh of her shoulders, continued down her arms, and then stopped at her waist.

      “Yes, you are mine. Only mine.” Styx moved his tongue along the seam of her lips, and the flavor of her was addictive. When she started kissing him back, he didn’t stop the groan that left him, but he forced himself to break the kiss and trailed his lips along her jawline to her ear. “I am so hard for you, wife. I ache to fill you with my seed.”

      “Then do it, mate.”

      He was frozen for a second at the sound of her calling him her mate, acknowledging it. “You please me more than you’ll ever know.”

      She made this soft noise, one that sounded like need and desperation and everything that turned him on. He slipped his hand behind her nape, curled his finger into her soft, warm flesh, and started kissing her pulse, which beat rapidly beneath her ear. He pulled her closer so he felt her breasts press to his chest. A low growl left him, one he couldn’t stop.

      He kissed her neck and nipped her lightly, his fangs aching to pierce her flesh. “I’ll make you feel so fucking good.”

      She made another small noise and dug her nails into his flesh. That sting of pain mixed with his desire, and his cock jerked.

      Styx knew that he had to claim her now. He had been trying to go slow, easy, and make her see that he could be gentle and compassionate. But he was who he was, and she’d told him she wanted all of him, the real him.

      He dragged his hand up her belly and over her ribcage to cup one of her breasts. He thrust his pelvis forward, ground his cock into her softness, and groaned himself.

      He sucked on her neck, dragged his tongue up the slender column of her throat, and thrust back and forth against her softness. He let his fangs run over her soft, fragile human flesh, his mouth watering to taste her, to puncture her skin. He wanted his scent in her bloodstream, wanted her to be fully his. Pulling back was hard as hell, but he managed to do it, to breathe in deeply. He looked down at her body, moved back up, memorizing every part of her, and finally stopped at her breasts once more. He might have already looked at them, felt them, and seen how they had hardened for him, but he would never get tired of gazing upon them.

      I’ll never tire of looking my fill of her.

      Styx was going to devour her.

      He wrapped his hand around the nape of her neck, pulled her forward, and lowered his head to lick the curve of her throat from collarbone to ear. Her flesh was sweet, addictive. She gasped.

      “That feels so good,” she whispered, and his cock grew harder at her admission.

      He took hold of her nipples between his thumb and forefingers and pulled at the already taut flesh. He was shaking with the force to keep calm. He lowered his head, removed his hands, and sucked at one of her turgid nipples. After a few seconds, he let go of her nipple with an audible pop. His dick was so hard it ached, and his balls were drawn up tight to his body. Right now, all he wanted to do was attack her like an animal, to fuck her hard and rough, as was the way of his kind.

      Slowly, as if she read his mind, she parted her thighs. The sight of her pussy lips spreading, showing him her pink, wet center, had Styx feeling like he would snap and mount her right now without even attempting to go slow.

      I have to be gentle with her, at least for this first time.

      He removed his leathers in record time, reached down and took hold of his dick, and started stroking himself from root to tip, not able to control his need to touch himself as he looked upon her. His cockhead was wet from the constant pre-cum that came from the tip, and he knew he was close to bursting and spraying his seed all over her belly if he didn’t gain control.

      “Show yourself to me, mate. Show me everything.”

      And as she obeyed him so instantly, all Styx could do was watch as she reached down, spread her pussy lips wide, and showed him exactly what he owned.
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      Audrey touched herself, showed him the most intimate part of her, and despite everything being so foreign to her, she wanted to please him, wanted to make him as needy as she was. She looked down at the long, thick length that was standing hard between his muscular thighs. This man was definitely a warrior, a completely brutal male that could crush bones with his hands. His body showed it, his personality screamed it, but with her Styx showed her a different side. He’d proved how lethal he was numerous times already, and she knew he’d go to any lengths to ensure she was safe.

      He stroked himself in slow, almost lazy motions, his focus on her … always on her. Clear fluid dotted the tip of his cock from his arousal for her, and she finally lifted her gaze from his impressive length to his chest. The scars, the power that she saw made her hotter. Audrey was more than ready to have him move closer, to have his big body right on top of hers and have him thrust deeply into her.

      And she didn’t want anything else at this moment.

      He took a step closer until he was at the edge of the pallet and kept his gaze trained between her splayed thighs.

      “Keep them open for me, mate.”

      She wasn’t about to disobey.

      He stroked himself a little faster, the sound of his palm moving over his flesh filling her head. His bicep contracted and relaxed from the rapid motion of him jerking off.

      “Be with me, Styx.”

      He groaned but finally moved onto the pallet and placed his hands beside her hips. She felt herself grow wetter between her thighs at how big he was hovering over her.

      “I want this so badly,” she said before she could stop herself.

      “And you’ll have more than you’ll ever need, mate.” The way he watched her made her feel desire like she’d never felt. Even though she’d never had sex before, Audrey wanted Styx to thrust into her willing body already.

      “No playing tonight, my female. Tonight I finally claim you, finally thrust my cock deep in you and fill you with my seed, with my baby.” The position he was in made him look so very fierce.

      She pushed herself up, resting her upper body on her elbows, and waited for him to kiss her, needing it. He didn’t make her wait long, and only a second later claimed her mouth, forcing her to take all of him. His flavor was sweet, but also slightly spicy. Audrey made a small noise in the back of her throat, not able to stop herself. And it was that small sound that seemed to have something snap inside of Styx.

      He moved his hand behind her head, grabbed a chunk of her hair, and forced her head back, her throat now arched, bared. She felt the hot, hard length of him press between her thighs as he continued to kiss her. Audrey wanted to feel him stretching her, pushing into her and making her ache settle, making her feel full and complete. Styx swirled his tongue around the inside of her mouth with a possessiveness that Audrey felt deep in her bones.

      Without breaking the kiss, he reached between their bodies and placed the tip of his cock at the entrance of her pussy. Everything inside of her stilled, tensed, and she panted with anticipation. He pulled back, looked down at her face, and the fierceness that covered his expression made her picture him with his sword raised high, blood covering his chest, and a beast he’d just slain at his feet.

      “You’re mine, and I’m taking what belongs to me, my female.”

      She licked her lips, her pussy clenching, needing his length in her.

      “Are you ready to be fully mine, Audrey?”

      All she could do was nod.

      In one, deep thrust, a fluid motion that had her back arching and her head spinning, Styx pushed into her. He broke through her hymen, the pain intense, the stretch burning. He groaned above her, closed his eyes, and she saw how taut his body became. She felt the heavy weight of his balls press against her bottom when he was fully inside of her. He stilled, maybe letting her adjust to him, or maybe to better control himself. Audrey felt full, stretched, and the discomfort was so shocking that she couldn’t catch her breath.

      When he started moving in and out of her, faster and harder with each passing second, she grabbed on to his biceps and dug her nails into his firm flesh. He didn’t speak, but he breathed hard, heavy, and kept his eyes closed. He started speaking in his language again, but that just turned her on even more.

      He finally opened his eyes, and the perspiration that covered his face dripped onto her chest, turning her on even more. His massive chest rose and fell as he breathed, and his big arms shook, as it was clear he was trying to refrain and control himself.

      “Just be with me. Don’t hold back.” Maybe she shouldn’t have said that given this was her first time having sex, but she wanted to experience Styx in all his hardened glory.

      “Fuck,” he said harshly. He pushed into her and pulled out, over and over, groaning with every thrust.

      Audrey felt her inner muscles clench rhythmically around his girth. The sensation was slightly uncomfortable because she was sensitive, and because he filled her so completely.

      “Watch as I claim you.”

      When the tip of his cock was lodged in the opening of her body once more, she rose up and braced her elbows on the furs to support her upper body, wanting to watch him as much as he wanted her to see what he did to her.

      As she stared between her thighs, she could see his massive length inside of her. When he started to pull out she saw how her wetness glistened off of his shaft.

      “Watch as I fuck my mate.”

      He moved in and out of her, sweat dripping down his temples from his exertion. With each passing second, he picked up speed until he was slamming his dick into her.

      “Gods, yes.” Audrey let herself fall back on the pallet. He went primal on her then, the sound of their wet skin slapping together filling the room and making it so that was all she could hear. Right before she felt herself falling over the edge, Styx pulled out of her and flipped her onto her belly.

      A gasp left her at the sudden feeling of emptiness and at the quick movement, but he didn’t make her wait long to feel full once more. He palmed her ass with his big hands, gripped the mounds, and squeezed them tightly until she gasped from the sensitivity of it.

      “So fucking perfect.” He grabbed her waist and hauled her up so she was now on her hands and knees, her ass in the air and her legs spread. Her pussy was on display, and the chilled air moved along her overheated flesh.

      She felt him place the tip of his shaft by her entrance once more, and then he was sliding into her in one smooth, fluid motion.

      “Yes,” she found herself whispering.

      He moved in and out of her slowly, but just like before, he started picking up speed as the seconds moved by. He growled and held on to her hips in a bruising hold.

      She lowered her head and looked down the length of her body, could see the heavy weight of his balls swinging as he thrust in and out of her. Audrey opened her mouth in a silent cry.

      He groaned and grunted, and her pleasure increased. And then he was holding her hips so tight that the pain had her gasping out, but also mixing with the pleasure. He buried himself deep inside of her, and she could actually feel the hard jets of his seed fill her. He had his mouth at her throat, and she felt him pierce her throat.

      The pleasure went even higher, if that was possible.

      He filled her with his cum, bathing her in it until all she could feel, smell, and hear was Styx.

      Pulling his mouth away from her neck, he groaned out, “Mine.” He was over the edge in his control.

      He covered her back with his chest, and his breath, coming out in hard pants, bathed her flesh. Her arms shook as she held herself up, the pleasure consuming her. And when he pulled out of her, she collapsed to the furs. After a second, Styx lay beside her, but he kept his hand between her thighs, gathered his cum that slipped out of her, and pushed it back into her body.

      “My seed belongs in you, mate.” He wrapped his thick arm around her waist and pulled in close to him. Her skin was sweaty, his cum and her pussy cream covered her pussy, and she’d never felt more content than she did in that moment.

      “My female,” he said huskily.

      This warm, loving feeling filled her when he leaned down and kissed the top of her head. He pulled the furs over them, and she leaned closer, snuggling in and loving the heat that came from him. She took his scent into her and couldn’t help but smile. Audrey felt safe, protected in his arms. How strange that she had gone from wanting to escape to desiring nothing more than to be by his side.

      She knew the future was full of possibilities and uncertainties. She’d lived it, experienced the good and the bad. She didn’t have her family anymore, had nothing to go back to. But even if none of that was true, even if she could have found a life elsewhere, she honestly didn’t want to be anywhere but with Styx. It was a fast coupling, confusing, dangerous, and so much more, but it felt right, and she didn’t want to let that go.
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      Hours had passed, and Audrey lay beside Styx, listening to his even, deep breathing and feeling contentment with him holding her so close. She stared at the fire, the flames burning brightly over the logs, and casting shadows and light along the cavern wall.

      She thought about her family and what they’d think of her and her situation. How would they feel if they knew she was accepting this and wanted to stay with Styx?

      She smiled as she stared at the flames.

      They’d be happy I’m happy. They’d be glad I found someone that cares for me.

      She’d never forget where she came from, the hardships they’d gone through to have food on their table and a roof over their head. But she’d also never forget the love she’d experienced from her mother and brother or the wonderful memories of the quiet times they’d had just being in each other’s presence.

      She tuned and faced Styx, saw he was sleeping, and reached up and cupped his stubble-covered cheek. This big man, this warrior, a different species from her, had cared for her when she was all alone and didn’t have anyone or anything in this world. She didn’t know what the future held, but she did know she was falling for him, her mate, her husband, and the man that had given her more than he’d ever know, and more than she ever expected to have after she’d lost everything.
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        Several years later

      

      

      The fire roared in the center of the cave, there was stillness surrounding them, and all Styx felt was happiness and being fully complete. He’d just fucked his mate, made her come multiple times, and now he held her as the night waned.

      Not a day went by where Styx didn’t thank the gods that he’d found Audrey, and that she’d accepted him for who and what he was. Their time together in the beginning might have been anything but traditional, at least where she came from, but they’d made it work.

      The years had gone by in a blur of memories, protecting what was his and making sure Audrey and his young were protected and cared for above all else. They were the reason he lived now, the reason he went out and fought to make sure they were fed, that they had everything they needed.

      He looked down at his mate, pushed her long red hair off her face, and felt his chest tighten at the emotions that filled him every time he looked at her. His kind didn’t have a word for what he felt, and although he knew the human species called it love, to Styx it was something stronger, more permanent.

      She was the mother of his children, the reason he breathed every day. Pushing down the animal fur that covered them, he placed his hand over her swollen belly. She was due with their third child any day now, and he couldn’t help the smile that spread across his face. Before Audrey and his children had come into his life, Styx had found nothing to be pleased about. He lived every day just surviving, wanting a mate, a family, but being alone, he knew that might never happen.

      “It’s cold,” Audrey whispered, but he saw the smile on her face, scented the teasing notes coming from her. She opened her eyes and looked up at him.

      He still had his hand on her belly and felt their child kick.

      She ran her hand over his bicep, and for long seconds, they just lay there in silence. “Husband, tell me what we’re having,” she said softly.

      Gods, he’d never get tired of her calling him “mate” or “husband.” He pulled back slightly and looked down at her. “I thought you wanted this time to be a surprise?”

      She rested her head right over his heart. “I think surprises are overrated.”

      He chuckled softly. Styx rubbed his hand over her belly for several long seconds, and then he answered. “It’s a girl, wife,” he said just as softly, not wanting to wake their twin boys that slept on the other side of the cave.

      She snuggled in closer to him.

      “A little girl,” she repeated softly, and lifted her hand to touch his cheek.

      Styx’s species had heightened senses, and because of that he’d been able to scent his children’s gender early on. But this last time she hadn’t wanted to know right away, or she hadn’t in the beginning.

      “You think you’ll be able to handle a girl?” his mate asked, that teasing note still in her voice.

      Styx kept his hand on his female’s belly, felt their daughter kick again, and knew he’d protect what was his at all costs. “I handle you,” he said, teasing his mate.

      She elbowed him gently, and both of them laughed softly.

      Every day he loved her more. She was his mate, his wife, the very reason he breathed. He’d die for her if it meant she and their children were safe and happy.

      “Do I make you happy, my female?” he asked.

      After a second, she pushed herself up and braced her upper body on her elbow, staring at him. “You know you do,” she whispered and cupped his cheek with her other hand. “Before you, I had a mother and brother, lived a simple life.”

      He’d heard her story before, and even all these years later he still felt rage for her, and wanted to hunt down the men that had done this to her and kill them slowly.

      “But after being sold and running, and then you bringing me back to the cave, I realized I could be so happy despite the circumstance that made me scared at first.” She continued to smooth her hand over his cheek. “You make me happy, and you’ve given me beautiful children to love and watch over.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. “I love you, mate,” Audrey murmured against his lips.

      “And you are mine,” he said. She knew there was no word for love, or what he felt for her for his kind, but telling her she was his meant more than anything he could say or anything he could do. He cupped the back of her head and pulled her an inch closer. For long seconds, he just kissed her, pleased when she melted against him. “My life is yours, Audrey.”

      She sighed, and it was that small sound, that little act, that had pride filling him, letting him know tenfold he was a lucky bastard.

      He slid his hand down the back of her head and to her nape. Styx moved his palm to the side of her throat so he covered the mark he’d given her during their first mating. It would never heal, would always show anyone that dared look upon her that she was mated. Every time he looked at those twin puncture marks, he felt pride. Audrey was his female, his mate, and there was nothing short of death that would take her away from him.

      “But are you truly happy?” he asked again, and although he could smell she was pleased, he wanted her to say it, wanted to hear the words.

      “Even though you know I am, Styx … yes, you make me deliriously happy.” She smiled. “You’re a good mate, protective and attentive. We are your world, and you care about us unconditionally. I couldn’t ask for anything more.”

      He ran his thumb along the twin puncture wound scars.

      “You’re a good father, take care of the boys, and I know you’ll do the same for the newest addition.”

      He pulled her closer and just held her. She was his, and nothing would take that away. It had been years since he’d found her in the forest, and things had changed for them so much in that short time. She was his mate, the mother of his children, and the female he was meant to be with. He felt that deep within his body, consuming every part of him.

      “Momma.”

      The sound of Ryker had Audrey sitting up.

      “Come here, baby.”

      Because Ryker was up, Kai, his twin, rose as well. Their three-year-old boys were spitting images of Styx, and he hoped their daughter was just like Audrey, sweet and beautiful, and with a head full of bright red hair.

      The boys got onto their sleeping pallet, lying between them, and snuggled against their chests. Styx wrapped his arms around his children and mate and held them close. He leaned down to kiss his female on the crown of her head.

      He had a beautiful family, two healthy sons and a daughter on the way. His mate was healthy, content, and cared for him. That was all he could ask for.

      Styx stared at Audrey as she held their children close. Ryker had his little finger twined around a lock of her hair as he drifted off. Soon the boys fell asleep, and emotion filled him. It was only with them that he showed this gentler side.

      He might be a hardened warrior, had killed countless beasts in order to survive, and would continue to do that every day for the rest of his life, but he knew this was exactly where he was supposed to be.

      These three, soon to be four, people were his world, and nothing and no one would ever change that. He drifted off to sleep with his family beside him, his hand on Audrey’s belly, and the world at his feet. This was what it meant to truly survive, to be a male of worth.

      He was never letting go.

      
        
        The End.
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