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Chapter 1

Sage

"Legend has it that the Forest Keeper stalks these woods, waiting for someone to lose their way..."

I roll my eyes at Julian's ghost story and fidget with a pinecone from the forest floor. Third week at this place, and I already know how it works. Evening meditation circles always devolve into spooky stories. Wellness retreat clients eat up anything with a hint of danger.

Janet, CEO of a Fortune 500 company, is listening intently like it's a TED Talk. Designer hiking boots that have never seen a real trail. Fresh yoga gear still creased from the packaging. These people pay four grand a week to rough it and be mindful at the same time.

"That rustling at night? Those footsteps that shake the ground?" Julian drops his voice to a whisper. "Forest Keeper. Been here since before the town existed. Part man, part beast. And he doesn't like visitors."

On cue, a branch cracks like a gunshot in the darkness. The clients gasp and huddle closer on the logs. I've heard this story last week and the week before. Blaa blaa bullshit. It always goes the same way, the harmony, the betrayal, the hunting. Except one detail sticks every time: the Forest Keeper didn't turn feral because of what the humans did to him. He turned feral because of what they did to the ones he was protecting.

I guess the best stories have a hint of truth in them. Mankind has a long history of destroying things we don't understand. Of trying to control those who deserve protection.

I shiver. In my experience, the worst monsters are human.

Still, goosebumps crawl up my arms like spiders. There is something about these woods. Not creepy exactly, but… The hair on the back of my neck stands up during my morning walks. That prickly awareness of eyes tracking every step.

"Anyone actually seen him?" Janet asks. I can't believe she's asking that with a straight face.

"Oh, he's real." Julian grins. "Guests see him through the trees. Towering over the pines. Horns on his head, fangs like hunting knives, hooves instead of feet."

A clammy hand slides across my shoulder. I jolt upright, herbal tea sloshing over my fingers. Fight-or-flight kicks in before I register who touched me, and then my lips curl in disgust, skin crawling where his palm pressed. "Jesus, Derek."

"Sorry, babe. Didn't mean to startle you." Derek's smile is too practiced, his hand still lingering. "Looked like you might need some reassurance. I won't let anything hurt you, beautiful, I promise."

He slides onto the log beside me without invitation, too close, his knee pressing on mine. I pull back. "Not interested."

"Frigid," he mutters under his breath. I don't know if he thinks I can't hear him or doesn't care, but my ick factor when it comes to Derek hits a new high before he continues, "All this woodland mystery has the guests worked up. Tomorrow we should explore together. Just you and me, finding those 'sacred spaces' you're always talking about."

Fuck off sits on my tongue, but there’s a strict no harassment clause in our work guidelines and I need this job. "Booked solid tomorrow," I deflect, wiping the sticky tea residue off my hands. "Busy week."

His jaw tightens before the smile snaps back. "Sure thing. Though sooner or later you'll run out of excuses." He leans closer, cheap cologne stinging my nose, drowning out the smoke from the fire. "All that advice about embracing new experiences you’re always giving out? Time to practice what you preach, sweetheart."

A low rumble rolls from the dark forest, so deep it vibrates through the ground and into my bones. Everyone looks up at the clear night sky, but there isn't a cloud anywhere. Derek sits up straight beside me.

The sound comes again, rattling my ribcage. The clients crane their necks, scanning the treeline. Firelight barely penetrates the black wall of pines. For a split second, I swear something massive shifts between the trees then a low snort like a bull about to charge. Derek goes white, sweat beading on his forehead despite the cool night air.

"Anyway," Julian says, eager to wrap up before the mood turns, "sweet dreams, everyone. Tomorrow we'll explore mindful movement in morning yoga."

The group disperses toward the main lodge and I push to my feet to follow. Derek falls into step beside me. "Walk you back to your cabin?"

"I'm good, thanks." I clench my jaw. "I want to go over my notes on the incoming guests from the health assessments."

There’s another sound from the trees and Derek’s head snaps that way. When he turns back, his Adam’s Apple bobs as he swallows, a flinch of fear in his too smooth completion.

"Actually, those notes sound real important," he sniffs, breaking into a jog toward the lodge. Another rumble shivers through the ground as he takes off. "See you tomorrow, babe."

I'm not your babe. God, he reminds me of Marcus...

He scurries away as I turn back to the woods. Smart move would be to go to my cabin, lock my door. But whatever's out there just ran off the only person bothering me, and curiosity has always been one of my dangerous habits.

"Is someone out there?" I whisper to the darkness.

The forest seems to hold its breath, even the night insects go silent. Then, so faint I might have imagined it, there’s a soft crunch, crunch, crunch of footsteps.

“That’s no squirrel.” I whisper to myself before I hear a louder cracking sound echo from the woods and wonder if getting some cardio in before bed might not be such a bad idea.


Chapter 2

Atlas

Three weeks of watching from the shadows, and I can't stand another second. The moment that human bastard put his hands on her, waiting became impossible.

Mine. Mine, you piece of shit.

Guests come and go from the wellness center, seeking their healing or whatever bullshit they think they'll find. They stumble through my forest like lost children.

I don’t interfere and rarely have any of them seen me and if they do, it becomes just another one of their fireside ghost stories.

But I have to wonder what she would see.

Sage.

Her name is honey on my tongue. The first morning she led meditation on the deck, bare feet tucked under her thighs, biting her lower lip when she thought no one was looking... I nearly charged through the trees.

My cock has been heavy and aching ever since.

Turns out the ancient stories are true. About mates. About the one who changes everything, who completes your world. I was young when the last of my pack were killed by hunters. I have kept to myself since, living the last hundred years in the shadows while human kind evolved enough to understand there are beings unlike them that still exist and mostly, the few that survive are left alone as long a we stay out of sight.

What will she see when she looks at me? The scars across my chest from when the last hunters attacked our camp decades ago? The way my horns curl like a devil's? The hooves that mark me as something inhuman?

That lecherous man-boy with his leering grin is only the latest to circle her like a vulture. Others adjust themselves when she walks past in those curve forming yoga pants.

But they don't see what I see. The way she flinches when someone gets too close, how she hugs her arms around her middle. The way she checks the locks on her cabin door three times each night, jumping at the slightest sound. The shadows under her eyes that makeup can't quite hide.

Someone hurt her. Someone made her afraid.

My fist crashes into bark, wood splinters embedding in my knuckles, sap bleeding sticky and sweet down my fingers. No more waiting. Every second she's not mine feels like iron talons raking down my spine, tearing muscle from bone. Three weeks of trying to calm this savage need, and it only grows. A tumor of want devouring everything else.

Yesterday she taught that breathing exercise to the pharmaceutical woman. Her voice went soft and patient when the woman started crying. Sage put her hand on her shoulder. Guiding someone else through pain while carrying her own.

I want those hands on me. Want to know what it feels like to be touched without fear. But more than that, I want to be the one offering comfort. Want to see that guarded look leave her eyes.

I am her monster. Not like the ones that must have come before.

Is kidnapping her so wrong when I know in my bones and my heart that this is my mate?

What kind of creature takes a woman who's already been hurt? What does it make me that I need to know what makes her smile that secret smile? The one she wears alone in the woods during her morning walks, before she remembers to put her guard back up.

Something broken in her calls to something broken in me, and my chest cracks with the need to mend her wounds.

Taking her is the only way. She'll be terrified at first, but she'll learn I mean only to protect and provide. A lifetime without touching a human, and I never noticed the lack until her.

Now I'm hard and dripping and raw, my cock thick as a club between my legs. Stroking myself in the darkness while remembering the sound of her laugh only grinds the hunger sharper.

I want to be the reason she stops flinching. Want to see her sleep without nightmares. I might not even make it back to my den before spreading her legs and tasting that slick, delicious treat she has between her legs.

I lumber through the trees toward the flicker of fire, but my steps falter as I imagine her screaming when she sees me. Eight feet of corded muscle and black horns, shoulders broad enough to block out the moon, eyes the color of blood and fire and I don't even want to talk about my face.

The stories they tell around their fires are mostly lies, but she won't know that. She'll see the creature from nightmares, the bull-headed monster.

The raw burn in my core drives me forward through the doubt and fear. Her presence is the only thing that quiets the rage in my bones, the self-hatred that's eaten at me like acid through metal.

Please don't let her look at me with horror.

Not her.

Closer now. The humans finish their bonfire and wander back to the lodge. My hooves crack through everything I step on, and Sage turns. She looks directly at me through the trees.

But she doesn't run.

"Is someone out there?" Her whispered question is like a starting pistol.

My heart stops. With paradise in reach, my breath catches, nostrils flaring to pull more of her scent from the night air. My hands shake with hunger, fingers flexing like I'm already touching her skin.

Nothing will stop me now. She's close enough to take. I launch my massive form forward through the trees. In ten strides, I’m standing before her and she freezes.

She's so small against my bulk, head tipped back, dark eyes wide with shock. Christ. More beautiful up close. So delicate and perfect and mine. Starlight catches the gold threads in her hair, the same hair I've imagined tangled in my fists so many times while I rutted into her.

She hasn't made a sound. But she hasn't run either.

Her mouth falls open, but nothing comes out. She clears her throat. Tries again. "What... what are you?" The whisper skitters across my skin, tingles along my horns.

"What do you see?" My voice is more animal than man, punctuated by a bovine snort at the end.

"I see… You," she says, blinking. Pupils dilated. Breathing quick and nervous. "The forest keeper."

Her curves make me salivate. "You will..." I heave in a breath to calm myself, the need to claim her overwhelming me. "You will come with me now."

She opens her mouth surely to protest but I cannot wait any longer. I scoop her off the ground with one hand, the scent of her hair, her skin is sweeter than the flowers of the forest and instead of kicking and screaming, she goes limp.

The twist in my chest when I realize I've frightened her unconscious cuts deeper than any blade.

I’m the monster they say I am. Stealing an innocent woman in the night against her will.

None of that matters.

I settle her over my shoulder and disappear into the woods, my heart feeling alive for the first time in decades.

She's mine now.

God help us both.


Chapter 3

Sage

Okay.

He thinks I passed out, so I've bought myself some time.

First of all, what the actual fuck?

I'm being carried through the forest by an eight-foot-tall, horned and hooved creature with the scent of a wild animal.

He's built like a goddamn pro-wrestler with the head of a bull, and I'm trying not to think about the thing between his legs. I didn't even know they came that big, and I've watched my fair share of bad porn, believe me.

This thing… It… He… Whatever… This creature has a thing the size of a literal baseball bat. I'm not even kidding. He could use it to hit a home run.

And the last thing I need to be thinking of is home runs. Because the way my ovaries just came online, if I hadn't fake-fainted, we'd be on at least third base right now.

So, either I've completely lost my mind, or the Forest Keeper is real. Why didn't I run?

I knew before he broke through the trees, I was his target.

There are two sides to the Forest Keeper myth. One says he looks after the woods, the caves, and the hills. If humans don't mess with the land, he coexists. If they need help, he grants it. The other side isn't so peaceful. Destroy something in his territory, or hurt someone he cares about, and you'd better watch out.

I thought the stories were there to keep humans in line. Protect the land. But he's real. And I’m bouncing down a dark path into the forest on a shoulder that’s as hard as the boulders that surround the firepit.

It feels like an hour before we reach a clearing. His breathing is heavier, those massive shoulders rippling beneath my stomach, the heat of his body seeping through my shirt. The hand on my thigh has crept higher, callused fingers digging in. His animal, woodland scent surrounds me, making my head spin and my pulse quicken.

When I allow myself to look, I spy a structure built onto the side of a massive oak trunk. More sophisticated than I expected for someone the locals call a beast. Warm light spills from makeshift windows, and I catch the low scent of a fire.

I can't let him take me inside.

I wait until he slows near the entrance, then drive my elbow hard into his solar plexus while throwing my weight sideways. I took self-defense classes after Marcus, and while I'm small, I'm athletic. The impact jolts up my arm like hitting a brick wall. But surprise works where strength can't. I slip from his grip, land hard on my feet, and run, pine needles crunching under my boots as the cool night air stings my cheekbones.

"Sage!"

The way he says my name stops me cold. Not angry. Not commanding. Pleading.

I spin around. He's standing perfectly still, hands raised like he's surrendering. Even in surrender, he's magnificent. All that power held in check. Giant, with earth-colored skin and horns that look sculpted from marble. Hooves and a tail complete the picture. Not human. But the look on his face holds more genuine emotion than most of the men I've known.

"Please don't run."

"Are you serious right now?" I back toward the trees. "You just kidnapped me!"

"I know how this must look.” His massive shoulders slump.

"How this looks?" My voice climbs an octave. "You're eight feet tall with horns. The last time I saw something like you, it was in a horror movie."

He flinches, and something stabs me in the chest. "You're afraid."

"Of course I'm afraid!" But even as I say it, something's off. My heart is pounding, but it's not the bone-deep terror I expected. It's something else. Something that makes my stomach flutter and my skin feel too tight. "What do you want with me?"

"I..." He swallows hard, his long fur covered legs closing the space I put between us. That grapefruit of an Adam's apple bobs. "I need to keep you safe."

Something in the way he says it, the earnestness in those bull-like eyes, the catch in his voice, gets through.

"Kidnapping me isn't the best start," I say, surprising myself with a smile.

"I couldn't take the chance. That man… Derek… He's bad."

"You want to keep me safe from Derek?"

"Yes.” He nods his horned head while I count ten hard rectangles of abdominal muscle under the fur-covered flesh of his torso. "And any other monsters in your life," he adds, stepping closer with surprising grace. His legs thick and muscled but angled back like a four-legged animal. I switch my gaze from his abs to the play of muscle on his arms.

"What?"

"Who made you so afraid?" He coughs, steam puffing from his nostrils. "Before me."

I flinch, worrying my hands together. "My past taught me to be wary. Bad mom, worse fiancé. But I'm okay now."

"You're far from okay." His breathing thickens, loud snorts and heaves. Like a bull ready to charge.

"You don't even know me. Why would you care?"

"Someone before hurt you. You worry he will come back. I see it in your eyes." His dark hands curl into fists, muscles bunching. "You shouldn't have to keep running."

"I'm safe at the retreat. He won't find me. I changed my name, use a burner phone." I shake my head. "I don't need to explain myself to you."

He takes the last step that turns him from possible hallucination into a body-heat-radiating, real-life monster with eyes golden bright. "No one will harm you again, Sage. You are mine to protect."

"I don't belong to anyone," I bite back, but my voice wavers watching those massive hands twitch at his sides.

"Maybe not." I tilt my head back to meet his eyes. "Yet."

We stare at each other in the moonlit clearing. This close, I can see what the firelight hid. Rope-burn scars across his bare chest. The careful way he holds himself, trying not to be menacing. Moonlight catching the hard planes of his abs, and I have to force my gaze away before it travels further downward.

"What's your name?"

"Atlas."

"Atlas." It’s more a flavor than a sound when I say it. "That's really your name?"

"A family name. My great-great-great-grandparents came here when they were driven from their home."

"Where is home?"

"Crete. I'm the last of my kind."

A single tear tracks down his cheek. My chest aches at the sight.

"Do you hurt people?"

"Some." His brow cinches, his answer hard. The horns look heavy but he stands straight as the pines surrounding us. "Never anyone who didn't deserve it."

"And you think I deserve it?"

"No." He shakes his massive head, and he steps back, huffing. "No. You deserve to be safe. To sleep without nightmares. To not jump every time someone walks up behind you."

My throat tightens. "How do you know I have nightmares?"

"I've watched you. Seen you wake up gasping." His voice drops to a low grunt, his knuckles brushing down my shoulder.

I should be horrified. Should run screaming. Instead, I lean into his touch. "You wanted to comfort me?"

A small nod.

"But you kidnapped me instead."

"I..." He looks down at his massive hand and pulls it back. "Haven't talked to humans in years." He hides his hands behind his back. "When I saw him touching you, I couldn't think. I wanted to kill everyone."

"So you just took me."

"Yes. My anger told me what to do."

I study his bull-like face in the moonlight as he stares at the ground. His nose not quite a snout but close. His forehead twice as broad as a man's. There’s the glint of white teeth with sharp points as he snarls, pulling his flesh back. "What were you going to do with me? Once you got me in there?" I nod toward the structure.

"Keep you safe. And..." He looks up at the night sky, falling silent.

"Atlas, what do you want?" I swallow around lump lodged in my throat, fearing the answer but also fearing it won’t be what I thinking it is.

He growls, shifting from hoof to hoof, his thick thighs covered in that short fur, the ankles angled backwards like a horse or a cow, but when he meets my eyes, all I see is him, not an animal. "To love you. If you'd let me."

The confession is not what I expected. My pulse quickens as heat blisters across my skin. "Love me?"

"I know what I am." He runs his hand along one of his horns. "But I've been alone so long, and then you came, and everything changed." He thumps his fingers against the center of his chest. "In here."

The air between us feels like a dangerous place. "You really think you love me?"

I bite back a chuckle because there's nothing in his demeanor that hints at deception.

"I know I do. But I know now it was foolish to think you would stay."

"You don't even know me. How can you love me?"

"I know you help people when they're crying. I know you read late at night on your porch. I know you hum when you think no one's listening." His voice drops. "I know what I feel."

Something grows inside my chest. "Atlas."

"You want to go back, I'll take you. Then I'll disappear. You'll never..."

"Wait…” I steel my spine. Something here feels right and honestly, when will I get another chance to explore something like this? “And if I don't want to go back?"

"I'll take you where you want to go. And I'll never..."

"You shouldn't have kidnapped me. But now that I'm here, I'd like to stay. For a while at least. See what this whole Forest Keeper is all about." I flash a smile up as tension coils down low inside my core.

Hope flares in his eyes. "Then I'll do whatever it takes to make sure you never want to leave."

I reach out and touch his shining, bovine face. His skin is warm and rough like leather. He closes his eyes and leans into my palm, a shudder running through his colossal frame. The sound he makes, half groan, half chuff, shoots straight down into the quivering parts below my belly button.

"Take me inside."

"Sage--"

I cut him off. "But if I need to stop, you stop. Got it?"

He nods. I watch his throat working as he swallows and snorts, his pupils flexing in an oval shape, bristling along the inner edge. "Yes."

I walk toward his tree dwelling, feeling his eyes on me with every step. The coolness of the forest settles on the night air, my boots crunching softly as I move. Heat thrums through me at the way he follows but lets me lead.

"Have you thought about what you'd do if you had me here?" A gust of wind throws my hair across my cheek.

His fists hang between us. A phallus rising from between his legs. "Yes...I thought of touching you."

I gulp. "Show me."


Chapter 4

Atlas

She's here. At my camp. It’s not my home in the hills where the caves twist and turn, where I'm safe from discovery. But close enough.

My beautiful quarry stands beside the crude lean-to I built against the massive oak. Fingers trailing along the rough bark. I can barely breathe. The firelight flickers across her smooth skin as desperate need claws at me.

She sits on a log inside the shelter. The rough wood and stone even here dwarfs her. Makes her look like fine china among the rubble. "What did you imagine? When you thought about touching me?"

Fire races through my veins. I step toward her. Another step. Close enough to feel her heat. Her scent mixes with the loamy earth. My nostrils flare.

"Learning every inch. Until you were mine."

Blood pounds in my ears. My knees nearly buckle. I reach for her.

She doesn't pull away.

My hands shake as I grip the hem of her shirt. "Let me see you," I whisper. "Please."

She nods, lifting her arms. The fabric whispers against her skin. Reveals pale curves. Freckles scattered across her ribs like stars. Christ.

I make short work of her plain cotton sports bra. My cock straight upward nearly reaching her chest and her eyes widen. Tan lines outline white triangles of untouched skin. Dark nipples pebble in the cool air.

"So beautiful," I breathe, my palms hovering over her breasts. “I will touch you now.”

"Yes." The word is barely audible. She closes her eyes draws a long breath.

My palms cover her breasts. Dwarf them. Soft warmth against callused skin. The sound she makes nearly drops me.

"I need more of you," I lean in and whisper against her ear, pressing my palm to the center of her chest. "All of you.”

She nods, breathless. Her heart pounding like a caged bird.

I ease her down onto the thick furs taking position on my knees, my angled hooves clicking under me as I settle into a crouch. My hands slide under the elastic waistband of her yoga pants. As the fabric peels away, her skin catches the moonlight. She lifts her hips when I hook my thumbs in her underwear, cotton soft and warm. And damp. Her scent hits me and my heart hammers. My erection strains and throbs.

"Atlas." She swallows, her eyes on my face. Thank God. "Look at me."

I raise my gaze, and my heart stutters. That dazzling smile. All for me.

"I want to taste you," I tell her, my voice clawing out of my throat. "Like I said. Every inch."

My groan shakes the walls as I suck her nipple into my mouth, drawing gently, teasing with the thick tip of my tongue. My mouth could easily take in both of her breasts, but I won't risk scaring her.

I move to the other side making circles around her areola as the tang of her flesh embeds itself into every cell in my body. Her moans and the scent of her arousal urge me on. A nibble of one nipple, then the other, then back. I need two mouths; I can’t get enough. My savage sucking and licking has her gasping and pulling at my horns.

My body shudders. I rest my hands on her hips. Christ, I could circle her waist with one hand. I kiss my way to her navel. She shivers as I lick and nip her sensitive belly. Huffing cool breaths on the wet marks before adding more heat with my mouth.

I smell her from here. Sizzling musk, created to make me mad. Keep me coming back forever.

"Sage, you are so beautiful. I need… need to taste the flavor here." I part her legs to make room for my massive head.

She sighs and nods, setting my lust free. I run my long tongue up and down her inner thighs, careful to skip the most tender parts. Lapping, teasing, playing until she's twitching, her hips rising, seeking what I'm withholding.

When she squirms and hooks her legs over my horns, I press my lips to soft inner skin. She tastes like salt and heat and honey. My hands grip her thighs, steel on silk.

I bathe her sex with my mouth, lapping up her juices as I lose myself in the pleasure of doing this to her. Spreading her thighs further, I swirl in circles that make her lift her hips and gyrate against my face.

My tongue is a thick, heavy, textured muscle, and until now, I never considered the advantages. But listening to her moan, she's appreciative of my uniqueness.

"Atlas..." Her fingers tighten on my ears, pulling me closer.

I want to take everything she has, then give her back more. Sink my massive, straining cock deep inside her tight pussy and ruin her so she never thinks of another man again. Human or otherwise.

But not yet. First, I'll make her come with my mouth and persuade her to come back for more.

Her silken softness learns my tongue. Her scent floods my head like thick honey. I lose myself in what makes her respond. I lower my torso the floor, getting my face into a better spot to eat her slick intimate parts. My hips grind against the soft earth, desperate for relief from the ache in my loins.

"Don't stop," she breathes, her thighs shaking around my head. "Please... please don't stop."

I run a fingertip down her mound to her clit, tickling and teasing while my tongue fucks against her tight opening. Spearing, licking, circling. I keep her guessing as I drive her to the edge. She moans, arching beneath my mouth.

She is my beauty. I will rut her, ruin her, breed her and keep her. Make her crave my mouth, my fingers, my cock.

My pace is relentless. I hold her pussy tight against my mouth, rubbing and licking like the beast I am. Grunting and snorting hot air from my nose. She is my whole world.

Her orgasm comes fast. One hard lick, pressure on that special little button at the top of her pussy sends her flying.

She lands a solid heel against my jaw as her body flails. I lick, lick, lick until she’s sobbing, her body in a constant convulsion, sweet nectar spurting from her body as I open my mouth wide and let it grace my tongue with its sweetness.

Her pleasure drips from my teeth and chin as I swallow her down, running a hand over her quaking belly to soothe her as I watch the ripples of her climax roll through her tiny body.

I did this. I made her feel this. I am a king and no one will ever take this moment from me.

Pride puffs my chest as I snort and push up to my knees. Her cries echoes through the trees, I feel like I could tear the world apart. My cock throbs and pulses standing thick and seeping in front of my belly. I am the mightiest beast in this moment, possessiveness takes me like fire as she makes beautiful sounds of ecstasy, writhing and calling out.

For me.

"Zeus and Heracles..." I unhook her feet from my horns as her hands drop from my ears. I press rough kisses to her thighs. My lips slick with her. "So fucking perfect."

I move up her body, my massive frame blanketing her completely. So small. Fragile. All mine. Primal possessiveness surges through my veins.

"Kiss me," she whispers, reaching up.

I comply enthusiastically. She maps my mouth with her tongue while her hands explore my scarred chest. Fingertips tracing the raised lines. When she breaks away, we're both panting.

"I want more," she whispers. "I want all of you."

Her arousal, her acceptance, the way she's pliant and willing beneath my enormous body. It wakes something ancient.

A growl rumbles from my throat and builds to a roar at the darkness. I am not human. The sound vibrates through my chest. My hands tighten on her small frame. So breakable in my grip.

"I will bind you to me, in the ways of my people," I rasp, and my voice doesn't sound like my own. My breathing turns harsh, animal. "Never letting you go. Never."

My muscles thicken, skin stretching tight as something shifts and changes inside me.

Her eyes widen. "Atlas?" Fear edges her voice. "You're scaring me."

But I'm too far gone. The beast has scented its mate, and reason fractures. My hands roam her body, no longer gentle. Breathing turns to snarling. The control I've maintained for years crumbles.

"Ow!" She flinches from my grip. "Atlas, no. That hurts."

"Mine," I growl, louder. My grip tightens. "My mate. My female."

Panic floods her eyes as I dig my fingertips into her breasts.

"Atlas, stop!" Her voice shakes.

The words barely register through the red haze. I lean down, my weight pressing her deeper into the furs. She pushes against my chest, but her hands can't span half the width of it. I'm a mountain of muscle and bone and primitive need.

"Please," she whispers, eyes like saucers. "You're too big. I can't get up. I can’t breathe."

My thickness probes at her entrance. Her voice sounds far away as I grind my teeth. One hard thrust and she will be mine in every way. I will fill her until she bleeds and swells and she will not leave, never leave...

"Stop! You are hurting me, like you said you wouldn't."

Something in her tone cuts through the fog. I blink, seeing her clearly. Wide eyes. Shallow breaths. The way she's trying to shrink away from me. But the beast roars back before I can fully surface.

"No." The word explodes from me. "Not leaving. Mine."

She pushes harder, desperation giving her strength.

Her shove catches me off guard. My bulk shifts backward and I scramble to catch myself, but there's nowhere to go. My shoulders slam into the wooden support beam of the lean-to.

The structure groans.

Branches and logs crash down. The oak beam I've been using as the main support cracks like thunder. The entire shelter collapses in splintering wood and falling debris.

I roar as timber crashes across my back and shoulders. Through the destruction, I see her scrambling out from under the wreckage, naked and terrified, diving into the darkness between the trees.

"Sage!" The bellow tears from my throat.

I'm trapped under broken wood, head ringing, branches tangled around my massive limbs. The mating lust making me slow and confused.

By the time I fight free, snapping logs like twigs, there's nothing left but her scent on the wind and the echo of her footsteps disappearing into my forest.

She's running. My mate is running from me.

And I understand why.

She has maybe a minute's head start. She's human and small, and this is my domain. My muscles coil.

But I don't move.

I see myself through her eyes. A beast who lost control. Who became exactly what the stories say. A monster.

More dangerous than the ones that hurt her before.

Still, I cannot fight the thought that she belongs to me.

But maybe she shouldn't.


Chapter 5

Atlas

Branches whip past my face. Leave stinging welts. My hooves pound the earth, sending tremors through the ground. She's out there somewhere. In the darkness. Small and naked and terrified.

Because of me.

My chest heaves. Lungs burning. I became exactly what she feared. What others have done to her. She thinks I'm no different.

The scent trail is fading. Mixed with pine sap and wet moss. The metallic taste of my own shame copper on my tongue. I should be able to track her easily, but rage clouds my senses. The beast in me still roars for the very thing that made her run.

"Sage!" My bellow splits the night. Birds scatter from the trees above.

No answer. Just the echo of my own voice.

I crash through a thicket of brambles. Thorns scrape against my hide. Maybe if I bleed enough, I’ll suffer enough for my crime and she will forgive me.

A low branch catches my horn. I jerk sideways. My left hoof snags in a tangle of roots and I pitch forward. The ground rushes up.

The crack of my shoulder hitting a boulder echoes through the trees.

Pain explodes through my left side. White-hot agony that steals my breath. Stars across my vision. My arm lies wrong. When I try to move it, fire shoots down to my fingers.

Bones are broken. I deserve it all and more.

I roll onto my back. Stare up at the canopy, stars glimpsed between the leaves. Each snorting exhale stabs like a blade. Blood pools beneath my shoulder where the stone broke open my hide.

I close my eyes and try to remember her face filled with the pleasure of my mouth. When she looked at me like I wasn't a freak. Before I lost control. My chest clenches knowing that memory is all I have now.

All I'll ever have.

I push to stand, my arm cracking, hanging lifeless.

Something snaps to my left.

I fling my head around, and through the haze of pain, I catch pale skin between the trees. Moonlight on bare shoulders. She's there.

Our eyes meet across the darkness.

For a heartbeat, it's not fear on her face. It's something else.

"Sage." I exhale, tasting her name and her pleasure still lingering on my lips.

She takes a step forward, then stops, hands balling into fists. Fighting herself. Every instinct should be telling her to keep running.

"Please." Talking hurts. Blood drips from the corner of my mouth, salt and iron on my lips. "I'm sorry. Something happened inside me. I've never felt that before."

Her lower lip shakes. For a second, I think she might come closer. Hope flares in my chest.

A tear rolls down her cheek, catching the moonlight.

"I can't," she whispers. "I just... I can't."

Then she's gone. Into the trees. Like she was never there.

My heart crashes down like the shelter, leaving me hollow.

I lie in the dirt and leaves, tasting earth and decay as her footsteps grow fainter. Each one a punch to the gut, taking her further from what we could've been. If I wasn't a fucking monster.

My shoulder's nothing compared to the hole in my chest where my heart used to be.

Time passes. I don't know how long. I drift in and out, cold sweat beading on my forehead, dreaming about being what she might want. What she could love.

About her staying.

When I finally sit up, the forest is quiet. An owl hooting somewhere, low and mournful. My left arm hangs useless. Every move sends pain shooting through me.

The trek back is hell. Every lumbering step reminds me how big I am. How clumsy. How my face, my snout, my horns and hooves make me a freak.

How I wreck everything with these giant hands and a stupid animal's mind. My legs shake with exhaustion. Sweat stings the cuts on my face.

"Stupid," I mutter through gritted teeth. "Fucking stupid."

By the time I reach the clearing, dawn breaks into a gray sky. The wreckage looks worse in daylight. Months of work gone in seconds. My stomach churns.

"Ruined. Just like everything else," I rasp.

I lean against the oak and remember touching her. She actually let me. And I fucked it all up. My knees buckle, and I slide down the bark.

The physical wounds will heal in a few days. A lifetime won't be enough to mend my heart.

I deserve to suffer.

The sun climbs higher, warming my face as I shuffle through the broken structure. Somewhere out there, she's back at the retreat. Safe. Away from me. Teaching people. Trying to forget the freak who grabbed her in the dark.

What story will she tell if anyone sees her coming back naked? Dirty?

Will she tell them the folk tales are true? Will they come with pitchforks and torches like the old stories?

I close my eyes and think of her smile. My chest aches worse than the broken bone.

I kick at the ground. Then at a broken log.

None of it matters now. I hold my breath, listening to the wisdom of the forest, praying to the old gods for a sign.

The silence is broken by a rustling in the over my shoulder as hope ravages me.

Then, disappointment as a rabbit emerges, nose twitching. It sees me and freezes.

Then hops closer.

I stand still as it sniffs around. When it looks at me again with no fear in its eyes, I reach down and pet its head. It takes me as I am. My breathing slows for the first time all night.

"Least you're not afraid," I grumble.

The rabbit tilts its head, then goes back to exploring.

Maybe that's all I get. Animals that don't know better because I’ve trapped and hunted plenty of rabbits in my years. I am the predator but not now.

I drop down and lean back against the stone wall and watch the sun climb through the leaves. My eyelids grow heavy.

The rabbit disappears into the brush.

Maybe letting her go is the only decent thing I've got left.


Chapter 6

Sage

I'm back.

4:47 AM. The clock face glows green in the dark cabin. Sarah's still asleep, and thank fucking God for that. Explaining why I'm coming back stark naked in the small hours isn't my idea of fun.

I slip into the bathroom. Close the door. Click the lock. My hands shake as I turn the shower handle.

My reflection stares back. Wild hair. Scratches on my neck. Swollen lips. My pulse hammers.

Jesus Christ.

I look like I've been thoroughly fucked. Sort of.

Which is the most frustrating part of this whole goddamn situation, because Atlas has magic fingers and a tongue that could make a nun reconsider her life choices, but did I get to finish what we started?

No, I did not. And now all I want to do is finger fuck myself to completion and try to forget the Minotaur that gave me an orgasm that I’m pretty sure re-coded my DNA less than an hour ago.

The shower water runs lukewarm. I scrub bark and leaves from my hair. Scrub his scent away and try to keep my hands off myself as my stomach clenches and my thighs press together.

Don't think about his mouth.

Don't think about his hands.

Don't think about the way he bellowed when I ran.

Was I right? In the moment, I panicked. He was losing control, and all I could see was Marcus losing his shit and beating me with that wild look in his eyes. But now, replaying it... was Atlas going to hurt me, or give me the fucking night of my life?

My brain is a masochistic bitch that loves to replay every moment of the night I simultaneously had the best oral sex of my life and discovered my dream man is literally a Minotaur who could bench-press a Buick.

By the time Sarah's alarm goes off, I'm showered, somewhat clear-headed, dressed, sitting cross-legged on my bed. The picture of fucking serenity.

"Morning," she mumbles.

"Morning."

My voice sounds normal but my heart's still racing like I've run a marathon.

I make it through breakfast. Through my morning session. Teaching mindful living while my head spins with memories of a Minotaur's thick cow-like tongue doing things that aren't covered in any wellness manual.

My hands shake every time I demonstrate a breathing technique. I drop the singing bowl twice. Mix up the yoga poses. Give instructions for sun salutations when we're supposed to be doing seated breath work.

"Focus on your breathing," I tell a room full of earnest seekers, while internally screaming because I can't stop thinking about Atlas's hot breath on my cool skin. Nothing like the calm, centered Buddha-wannabe bullshit I'm supposed to be peddling.

Three people ask if I'm feeling okay.

I'm not.

When the session ends, I speed to the dining hall. I need time to chill before my afternoon workshop. Derek is schmoozing some poor female client, and I think I've dodged that disaster until he looks up and meets my gaze.

"Sage!" His voice cuts through the lunch crowd. "There you are, baby."

Fuck this.

He slides into the seat next to me like he's never heard of personal space, which shouldn't surprise me because he's obviously never heard of basic hygiene either.

My skin crawls as he exhales his sour breath next to me.

His eyes scan my face. I covered the scratches with makeup, but this close, he sees them. "Rough night?"

"Something like that." I scoop up a bite of spinach and quinoa.

"Hmm." He leans forward. "You know, I was thinking. You and I should take a hike today. Explore things."

"Hard pass."

"Why not? We're both adults. Sexual expression is healthy." His smile doesn't reach his eyes. "What happens at the wilderness retreat stays at the wilderness retreat, right?"

My fork clatters against the plate. "Derek..."

"Beautiful woman like you shouldn't spend so much time alone."

"No, thanks."

I push up, flinging my leg over the bench. He grabs my wrist, and I freeze.

"Don't be a bitch about it. I'm just being friendly." He pitches his voice so it doesn't carry.

His grip tightens. My pulse hammers against his thumb. It’s Marcus's hands grabbing me. I lose it.

"Let go, asshole!" I can't go through this again. "Get your fucking hands off me!"

"Calm down.” His grin shows too many teeth. "We're just talking."

I yank my hand free and push steel into my spine. "Stay the fuck away." My whole body vibrates as familiar fear rushes through me.

People are staring. Derek's smile stays perfectly pleasant, just like Marcus's always did.

"Sure thing, honey. No problem."

I taste bile.

I force movement into my feet. Feel his eyes following me. My shoulders tense like concrete.

I left one devil, only to land in the lair of another. But in my heart, I know one of them is evil and one of them made a mistake.

***

The rest of the day drags.

Every sound makes me jump.

But things start to change. Instead of checking over my shoulder, I walk straighter. Stop hugging walls. I sit in the main dining area for dinner instead of hiding in my room, and when Derek heads my way, I get up and move. No scene, no fear. My breathing slows.

Atlas is out there.

Watching.

I can't see him, but I feel him. In the trees. In the shadows. Like a really big, really deadly security blanket lurking in the forest after our fight instead of showing up at my door with gas station flowers and awkward small talk.

He knows he did wrong. And I've already forgiven him.

I catch myself smiling at nothing. Touching my lips without thinking. Sarah asks about Derek, wants me to put in an official complaint so she has the power to act. And maybe I should, if only for the other women he'll move on to when he realizes I'm never going to spread my legs for him.

But tomorrow. Right now, I just want to think maybe I could have something different.

Evening comes. I skip the meditation circle and sit in the garden. The air is crisp and clean.

Nothing like the thick heat of his forest. Nothing like the smell of him.

Marcus was a terrible mistake. He isolated me from my friends, made me doubt myself. I fell for his superficial charm, but that doesn't make what happened my fault.

And Atlas… He's big. So big that I panicked. His weight on top of me sent my fear response spiraling.

"Anyone seen Derek?" A voice carries from the main building.

"No. He didn't show for his evening session." Someone answers and I lean in to listen closer.

"I went to his cabin. His stuff's gone."

My blood turns to ice.

Then warms. My whole body relaxes like I've been holding my breath for hours.

Gone. Derek's fucking gone, and I know without asking that Atlas had something to do with it, because guys like Derek don't pack up and leave when they have a fertile field of options.

I'm sure it would be Atlas that decided Derek needed a personal escort off the property.

I should be horrified. Should feel guilty.

Instead, I'm grinning like an idiot. Giggling. A couple walking past gives me a weird look.

The garden empties as people head to their cabins. I stay put.

Waiting.

I don't have to wait long.

He emerges from the tree line like a mythical shadow. Moving with that surprising grace. Muscle and bone and raw sexual energy that turns my brain to horny static.

God. He's beautiful. Saliva gathers under my tongue as I watch him move, his eyes on me. That ball of lust already growing and throbbing downtown.

He stops twenty feet away. Just watches me from that long, bovine skull. My heart hammers so hard he must hear it. One arm hangs limp at his side.

"Is he... Derek?" I start to ask.

"Unharmed." Atlas nods. "Just encouraged to find work elsewhere."

Relief floods through me. "Thanks."

"You're mine to protect, Sage." His voice thickens. "Even if you don't want to be mine."

Mine to protect.

Not mine to own. Not mine to control.

Mine to protect.

My pulse thumps in my ears. "I was scared, but I was wrong," I whisper, pressing the backs of my fingers against my lips.

"About what?"

"About running." I drop my hand, pushing up to my feet. stand. With unsteady legs I step forward. "I should have stayed and talked to you. You understand why I ran, though?"

His breath catches. "Yes. Because I'm a monster."

"No. I know what monsters look like. I've met them. Talked to them. Had them put their hands on me." Another step. "You're not one of them."

"But I lost control..."

I nod. "And it scared me. I need you to try not to let that happen again." I sigh drawing my hands down my cheeks moving close enough to touch him now. I reach for the arm hanging loose by his side. "But when everything in you wanted to drag me back to your bed, you let me go. That's how I know I can trust you. You easily could have caught me, then when I came to you after you fell, you still could have forced me to stay with you."

"I'd never force you."

"I know." I trace the scar on his jaw with the tip of my index finger. "Your arm..."

"It's nothing. My body heals quickly. No pain now." His chest lifts with a long breath, so wide, I’d struggle to get my arms around him. "Will you… can you forgive me?"

"I already have." My hand slides down to rest over his heart, hammering against his ribs just like mine. "Been thinking about you all day. All night."

I glance down, and heat gathers between my legs at the sight of his hardening cock. My body humming, reminding me I never got what I’d asked him for.

More.

"You really shouldn't walk around naked," I tell him with a smile. "Not that I'm complaining, but some people might not understand. We'll have to get you some clothes made or something..."

"I have clothes." He glances down at his own erection, and I sense the blush on his cheeks. "I just don't normally bother. No need when I'm just another creature in the woods. But I have some. They are old, from my ancestors. Human made clothes would not fit.” He motions toward the hard-on that is literally pulsing, like it's breathing. "I've never had this problem before. Not until you."

I nod, taking him in. All of him. "Can we try again?"

"Sage, I… I don't want to see you terrified. It hurts, knowing that I'm..."

"I'm not afraid of you." Heat floods my cheeks. My whole body flushes. I lean into him, skin seeking skin. "I don't even mind if you lose control, just a little bit. I liked it when you got possessive. When you called me yours. Because it wasn't about power. It was about love."

A low growl rumbles in his chest. "You don't think I'm a monster?"

"I know you're not." I press closer. Feel the heat radiating off his massive frame. My nipples harden against his chest. I go up on my toes, trying to get closer. "I've never belonged to anyone. Never wanted to. But you make me want to trust. Break down my walls and share my whole self with you."

His hands frame my face. "There's something you need to know. Once I claim you, there's no going back. I know I would not let you go again."

Understanding dawns. "I want to be claimed. I want to be yours."

"Say it again," he demands.

"I'm yours, Atlas."

"Mine."

His mouth crashes down on mine. Hunger and need and weeks of wanting crashing together like we're both drowning and this kiss is oxygen, which is probably what's happening because I can't breathe and I don't care.

I never want to breathe again if it means stopping this moment of finally belonging to someone who deserves me, instead of someone who wants to collect me like a fucking Pokémon card.

The thickness of his tongue stretches my lips and fills my mouth. A fleeting thought breezes through my lust addled mind that I should be disgusted at doing this with him. About the animal parts of him that remind me he’s far from human.

I push it away and instead, push my own tongue forward, over his, feeling the hard sharp points of his teeth until I’m inside his mouth, tasting him.

When he pulls back, his eyes are wild.

Feral.

My knees nearly give out. I grab his shoulders to steady myself.

"Take me home," I whisper, staring up into his strange textured golden irises. "Take me to your forest and make me yours."

"You understand that this is forever?" He blinks, those long lashes dancing around his eyes.

"Forever." My stomach flutters. I nod so hard my neck pops.

He lifts me in one arm like a child. Carries me on his hip toward the dark trees. Toward his domain. Toward whatever comes next.

I wrap my arms around his neck. Bury my face in his furred shoulder. Breathe him in like he's my personal brand of heroin, which is insane because I'm being carried into the woods by a Minotaur who could use my ribcage as a toothpick holder. But somehow that feels like the most natural thing in the world, because this is Atlas, and he's mine.

He groans and slides his hand between his body and my thigh. "I need to feel how wet you are for me."

"Atlas..." My voice comes out as a whimper. “Doesn’t your arm hurt?”

"It’s healed. When you kissed me, your energy filled me, healed me." He cradles me with one arm while the other finds my pussy through the thin yoga pants. "Say you want me to touch what's mine."

"Yes. God, yes."

His massive finger presses hard at the stretchy fabric, finding my slick heat beneath. I gasp, arching in his arms as he strokes over my sensitive flesh.

"Fuck. You're soaked." His knuckles grinds into my clit and a mini-orgasm shakes me. "Oh, you like that, little human."

I wriggle, trying to scratch the itch more. He eases off, teasing me.

"This sweet cunt is going to feel so good wrapped around my cock." He grunts, adjusting me on his side for better access as his fingers return.

"Please..." I don't even know what I'm begging for. More? Less? Everything?

"Please, what, little mate?" He slides his hand up to my waistband, then shoves it down inside as I lean back giving him better access. "Tell me what you need."

His finger pad traces my lips, draws them apart as his other hand holds my ass as he walks us forward not missing a step.

"More. I need more." Panting now, grinding against his hand and squeezing his arm with my thighs.

He slides one thick finger inside me, and I cry out. Big as a man's cock. And it feels amazing. My pussy walls adjust and clench. My slippery juices easing the entry.

He adds another finger, stretching me. Likely preparing me for what’s to come.

He fingers me as he walks, his snout turning to breathe into my ear. "This tight little hole is going to struggle to take me, isn't it?"

The words make me tighten around his fingers. "I can take it. I can take all of you." I want it all.

"We'll see." He licks down my neck as I shiver. Pumps his fingers in and out, his thumb working my clit. “But, sooner or later, you will beg for my cock. It will be your master. You’ll crave me.”

I'm right on the edge, a coil tightening inside my center, when he stops. Withdraws his fingers.

"Atlas!" I protest.

His eyes are wild with hunger as he brings his wet fingers to his mouth, sucking them clean. "You will christen my home with your pleasure. Not before."

“Your home?” I swallow over the dryness in my throat from panting so damn much.

“Our home mate. It will be our home.”


Chapter 7

Atlas

I carry her through the entrance, past the woven branches that hide my true dwelling from the world. Low lantern light flickers off stone walls. Off the small bathing pool carved from living rock in the corner.

"Holy shit," Sage breathes, staring around the cavern as her body softens against me. "This is..."

"Where I live." My voice echoes off the stone. "The shelter was just for watching. For not feeling so alone. This is home."

Her eyes scan the cold fire pit, dark since I've been occupied with her for days. The sleeping alcove lined with the softest furs. The bathing pool fed by an underground spring, steam rising from its heated depths.

"It's beautiful," she breathes.

I clear my throat, running a palm nervously up and down my left horn. "The caves wind all the way through these hills. Don't explore without me. It's easy to get lost."

She nods, turning her head this way and that with a soft smile.

But it's the throne that makes her go still. One tiny hand comes to rest on my chest.

Carved from a single piece of granite. Built for someone my size. Built for this moment.

"Atlas." She swallows hard. "What is that?"

"The claiming throne." I set her down but keep my hands on her shoulders. "There's something you need to know about my kind. About what happens when we take a mate."

Her pulse flutters under my thumb. "What?"

"There's a ritual." I gesture toward the steaming pool. "The female bathes her male. Prepares him. Shows her acceptance."

"Bathes you?"

"With her hands. All of me." My cock lengthens another inch, a spurt of golden liquid coming out of the tip. "Then she bathes herself while I watch. Shows me what's mine."

Her breath hitches. "And then?"

"Then I give you as much pleasure as your body can take. Make you mine in every way." My hands frame her face. "I will not force you, my queen."

She's quiet for a long moment. Studies the throne. The pool. Me.

"This is important to you. The ritual."

"Yes. It is our way." I push my shoulders back on a exhale, watching my breath flutter her hair. "My people have done this for as long as we have records, going back four thousand years. It binds us. Makes the claiming sacred instead of just…"

Sage cuts through the bullshit. "Just fucking?"

"Yeah." I nod, tracing her throat with my thumbs. "I would not have fucked you on the ground by the shelter. I lost control, but the mating would only happen here."

A smile tugs at her lips.

Relief floods through me as blood rushes to my groin my hips long to pump forward but I resolve to do this right for her. For us.

"Show me what to do." The scent of her arousal turns my cock to granite, seeping with seed, my balls heavy as stones between my legs.

I guide her to the pool's edge. The water is perfect. Hot but not scalding. I hand her the wooden bucket, the sponge, the homemade soap. My cock bobs between us, eager to find its forever home inside her tiny human body.

"I sit there." I nod toward the throne. "You wash me. All of me. Take your time."

"All of you?" Her eyes travel down, then back up, and I nearly lose it when her tongue traces her lower lip. “That will take a while because,” She swallows, “there’s a lot.”

"Everything." I order because we are reaching the point of no return. "It's about trust. Acceptance. Touching every part of your mate. We will belong to each other my queen." I drag a hand over the crown of my cock as a low growl rumbles up my throat.

She nods, with a playful flip of her hand toward the stone seat. "Then sit, my king."

The title nearly undoes me. I cross to the throne and settle my bulk into stone carved by my ancestors. Even through the short fur covering my body, the cold granite does nothing to dampen the fire in my veins.

Sage plunges the bucket into the steaming pool, heaves it back out sloshing, and sets it near my hooves. She swipes the back of her hand across her forehead.

"This is a trip. I wonder if someone slipped me special mushrooms back at camp." She giggles. I nod toward the bucket, appreciating her humor, but lust is blinding me to everything but the need clawing inside of me.

"Wash me," I grunt, eyes narrowing.

She shakes her head at my impatience, dips her hands in the hot water, and takes the sponge. Steam curls around her fingers. She has to stand on the seat of the throne, straddling one of my thighs, to reach my head. My scalp tingles as the hot water gushes down my skull onto my chest. Suds trickle down my long nose, pooling on the floor around my hooves.

Her chest is at eye level. I lean forward and tease her nipples through her clothing. Licking. Nibbling.

"Stop that!" The gleam in her eye warms my belly as my cock throbs. "That tongue of yours is as strong as a human man's arm. I'm going to fall if you keep that up."

I answer by gripping her tiny waist as she continues. Water splashes over me. I feel renewed.

And ravenous.

She wipes my face with her hands and steals a kiss that makes my cock twitch. Everything. She's everything I've ever wanted.

Her hands move over the ridges of my abdomen. Tracing scars with gentle fingers. "You're so big. I'm not sure this is going to work."

"It will. I will prepare your body to take me. No matter what I need to do."

She runs the sponge down my torso, and my whole body tingles. "Everything about you is big, but I'll trust you, my king."

My head falls back as she works. Washing my arms. My shoulders. Following the lines of muscle just as I instructed.

"What are you thinking right now?" she asks, working down to my thighs.

"That I'm the luckiest bastard alive. Human or animal." True. "Or, that my heart may stop before we get to the good part."

My legs are massive compared to her delicate hands as she words them with the sponge. "This is the good part. A good part, at least."

She takes her time. Suds up my thighs, washes them clean. Small, tender circles reaching every inch. I can't stop moaning.

"You're avoiding the biggest part," I say, because she's washed everywhere except the most obvious part pulsing at the center of my body.

When her fingers brush the base of my cock, I nearly come off the throne.

"Easy," she whispers. "I want to take my time getting to know my king's crown."

Nothing easy about watching or feeling her wash me there. Nothing simple about the way she explores every inch. Fingers caressing, stroking, worshipping me. My cock throbs so hard I see stars. She studies me like she's memorizing every ridge.

"You're extraordinary," she breathes.

My cock is different from a human male's. Thicker, with pronounced ridges along the shaft designed for her pleasure. Erect, it's more than the length of her lower arm and hand, and I know her body will struggle with my size. Perhaps I'll never know what it's like to be fully sheathed inside my mate, but her pleasure matters more than mine. Always will.

"It's all right to be scared," I tell her. I want her sure.

"I'm not… I'm… fascinated." Her thumb traces along my length. "There will be pain. I'm not naïve."

"I'll be careful." I catch her hand. "I'd rather die than hurt you. But there can be pleasure in some pain, my queen."

"I know." She smiles, continuing her exploration as I fight not to fuck her fist. "I trust you."

Those words hit harder than any touch. After everything.

"Done," she says, stepping back. Water drips from her hands. From my skin. Her clothes damp and translucent.

"Now strip," I command.

She undresses as I stand, pacing around her, taking in every curve and nuance. Her breathing. Her body.

Every piece of clothing that hits the stone floor pumps blood faster through my veins. Yoga pants. Shirt. Bra. The delicate scrap of lace covering her pussy.

When she's bare, my mouth goes dry. I snort, air burning in and out of my lungs.

Absolutely fucking perfect.

"Kneel on the throne." I position her facing the stone seat, arms on the back, knees wide on the cold granite then pull her legs apart. "Head down."

Her ass turns up, and I clench every muscle to keep from rutting her right here.

"You smell fucking delicious." I run my fingers along her back, down the outside of her thighs to her feet. Back up her inner thighs. She shivers. "Good girl." I lick my lips. Her pussy glistens, swollen and pink and slick.

I fall back to my knees, running the tip of my tongue up and down.

Fuck. Salted honey and cream. Earthy, musky undertones flood my nostrils as my thick, bovine tongue savors every fold. Her scent drives me on, and I bellow as I work her clit with the pad of my middle finger until she's twisting and dripping.

I try to go slow, but it’s impossible.

"My king. God, my pussy loves your mouth. I need more." Babbling, pushing back into my lips. I love it because I'm the one giving this to her. The one she'll come to for the rest of her life.

Only me.

I fist my cock to ease the pressure. It feels so good I keep stroking as I lick her hot and wet, pressing my thick tongue against her opening, preparing her. I turn my head so my tongue enters sideways, fucking the tip into her, and she squeals, thighs quaking.

"Atlas!"

Pumping my cock like a madman, groaning as I tongue her pussy like it might vanish if I stop. Her panting turns to sighing turns to screaming, and I'm shoving her over the edge, her juices flowing down my face, dripping onto my chest.

When she stops pulsing, I kiss the round lobes of her ass and stand, ready to release my load over her beautiful body. Cock straining, balls clenched tight. A few pumps from my fist and I'm shooting thick ropes of come across her backside. Marking her with my seed. Her outside will carry my scent, and soon her insides will carry my calf.

Her head rests on the arm of the throne. Body limp and satisfied. I scoop her into my arms and sit back on the throne. She shifts and smiles up at me. "I need a bath."

I scoop a finger full of my release from her hip and press it to her lips. “Taste what you do to me mate.”

My cock stiffens again as she draws my finger between her lips with a hum. The warmth of her mouth surrounds my digit as I feed her my essence thinking of the time soon when I will fill her throat with every inch of me and her belly will be nourished by my thick cream.

But first, it’s her womb that needs filling and I place her gently on the floor. "You have been crowned as my queen. I have anointed you."

"That is true. I am fully anointed; I'll give you that." She pads over to the pool, my spunk dripping from her tiny frame, copious streaks of my golden lust covering her.

She steps into the water with a gasp, then settles in with a sigh.

“Wash yourself for your king.”

My cock is already thickening again. And the real claiming hasn't even started.


Chapter 8

Atlas

I stay seated on the throne. Force myself to watch instead of take.

She runs wet hands over skin I'm dying to touch again. Her breasts. Her stomach. Between her thighs. Cleaning my release from her body which seems a shame, but this is the ritual and I will honor it.

She teases me, sitting on the edge of the pool and washing her bare pussy with the sponge. Over and over in slow, deliberate circles.

"Sage," I growl, and she pins me with her gaze. "Fuck yourself with your fingers for me. We need to stretch that tight pussy of yours."

She settles one foot on the edge of the pool, turning it outward so her pink center is on full display. Wet hair split on her shoulders, water dripping from her hard nipples. She brings her hands to her sex and spreads her lips wide.

I lick my lips, my thick cock jutting out, hard and ready again already. "Still slippery from my tongue and your climax, yes?"

She finds her clit and flicks it, moaning as she twirls a finger on the swollen nub. "Yes..." Her voice trails off as she slides a finger from her other hand into her pussy. A wet dream made flesh.

"More fingers, Sage. Stretch that sweet cunt." Her face transfixes me. Open mouth, eyes rolled upward, head thrown back.

She shows me the three fingers thrusting into her slick pussy. "That's as much as I can do. Three fingers."

I drag a hand down my cock. "This is much bigger. My cock is going to ruin you. You won't want anyone else."

"Yes," she hisses, picking up the pace.

"Your clit. Make it sing for me." I'm on fire watching my mate pleasure herself.

She hisses, rubbing her clit up and down, then side to side. Fingers thrusting deep enough to make her scream.

"Come for me, sweetling. Look at your king and come. Eyes on me. Now." She locks her hazy eyes with mine, hips twitching, toes curling as her orgasm takes root and propels her cries into every crevice and space in my heart.

Time stops. My soul leaves my body. Nothing on this earth more beautiful than what I'm seeing.

Small moans subside as her body stops convulsing. I'm gripping my balls so tight to keep from spilling that I've cut off circulation.

She sits up, orgasm hazing her features.

"Atlas." She whimpers. "I need you."

I'm out of the throne and moving with primal fury pounding my chest. I scoop her from the edge of the pool, body damp, arousal slick between her legs.

Three strides to the sleeping alcove. My heart threatening to crack my ribs.

The furs are soft on my knuckles as I lay her down. I'm anything but gentle as I settle over her, pinning her beneath my weight.

"Mine," I growl against her throat.

"Yours," she sighs. "I'm soft and wet, but I don't know if it's enough."

I kiss down her chest to her navel. Lick it while my thumb explores her swollen clit. A finger traces her outer lips, slides into her pussy with little resistance.

"Good girl. You're getting there." I add another finger, feeling her stretch. Two of mine are thicker than three of hers by far. Her body is opening.

I move them in and out, unhurried, the wet sounds mixing with our breathing. We've got all night, even if my cock says otherwise. She moans and grabs both my horns. I ease in a third finger and she hisses, trying to take me. Her walls stretch, and I'm in heaven.

"Atlas, I need your cock." Her shining eyes capture me.

It's time.

I pull her legs as wide as they'll go. Notch myself at her entrance. The head of my cock presses against her slick heat. Christ. So wet for me, but so fucking small.

"Look at me," I command.

Her wide eyes meet mine. "I don't think..."

"This will hurt at first. When I come inside you, I will knot. Do you know what that means?"

Her wide eyes match the circle of her mouth but she nods as I push forward. Just the tip. She gasps, hands flying to my shoulders. "Fuck, you're tight."

"Oh God." Her breath comes in short pants. "You're huge."

Too big for her delicate body. But she's mine, and I'll make this work. My control dances on a knife-edge, but I grit my teeth and hold back. I will not frighten her again. "Breathe for me, little mate. Just breathe."

I push deeper. Feel her body resist. Stretch. The broad head widening her entrance. Her nails dig in deep enough to draw blood.

"Shit," she pants. "I don't... I don't think..."

"You can take me." I still my hips, letting her adjust. "You are my mate. Your body was made for mine."

"It's too much." But her hips rock. Taking me fractionally deeper.

"That's it." I kiss her jaw, her throat. "Feel how you're stretching for me? Taking the head of my cock? You are doing that. You are pulling me inside."

The thick crown pops past her entrance, and we both groan. Her walls clamp down like a vise, pulsing and fluttering.

"Holy shit," she gasps, eyes flying wide.

"Just the head, little mate." I grunt against her mouth, kissing her cries away, pressing deeper, harder. Her high-pitched whine turns feral as she sucks in her stomach, trying to take it all like my brave queen. "Still twelve more inches to go."

"Twelve more?" Her voice climbs an octave. "It's in my stomach. It's in my lungs. Fuck..."

Another inch. Her walls stretching and yielding. "You're going to be so full of me you won't know where you end and I begin."

Her hands slide down my back, nails raking over scars. "It's... God, it's so intense. I can feel you throbbing inside me."

"Your cunt keeps gripping me," I grunt, fighting to stay still. "It wants the prize I hold in my balls. It wants the breeding to happen."

"Yes. Deeper." She rocks her hips, and I sink another inch. Her calves scrabble at my waist, but her cries are more pleasure than pain. "Don't stop. Don't you dare stop."

Further. Deeper. Her walls flutter around me. Grip me like a hot, wet fist. "So tight. So perfect."

"More," she gasps. "Need more."

I give her what she needs. Let her body learn the shape of me. The thickness. The way I stretch her impossibly wide.

"Fuck, look at you." I pull back to watch where we're joined. "Look how your little cunt stretches around my cock."

She follows my gaze and moans. "I can't believe I'm taking you."

"Believe it." Deeper. Her body yielding.

"Atlas." Her voice shakes. " I feel every ridge, every vein..."

"You will feel more." I hook her legs over my forearms. Open her wider. The new angle lets me slide deeper.

"Oh God--" She arches beneath me. "That's... fuck, that's perfect."

"Found your sweet spot, didn't I?" I grind against that sensitive place, and she curses and drenches me root to tip. "This is where my cock belongs. Deep inside your tight little fertile cunt."

Three-quarters sheathed now. Mowing in and out with less resistance. The ridges along my shaft dragging against her walls with every stroke, making her moan and writhe.

"Look at us," I command, eyes on the obscene way her body stretches around my girth. "Your blood is on my cock."

She follows my gaze and whimpers. Her lips stretched around my shaft, glistening. The sight drives the pressure in my balls to a blinding pain between my legs.

"You're so deep, and there's still more..."

"One more push." I promise. "Take the last of me, little mate. Take all of your king's cock."

The final inches fill her in one smooth thrust. Her scream echoes off the stone walls. Fingernails clawing at my arms, my chest. She slaps me across the face, and it only heightens my feral arousal.

"That hurts." She spits, but her hips rise and fall with my movements. I can barely breathe, her walls rippling and clenching as they accommodate my full length. "Being fucked by a monster is not for the faint of heart." A smile flashes before another wave rolls her eyes back.

"There," I pant, buried to the hilt. "All of me. Every fucking inch."

"Oh God." Tears leak from the corners of her eyes. "I'm so full. You’re everywhere."

I stay deep until her walls relax. Until she starts moving beneath me. Small, desperate circles of her hips that drive me wild.

"Need you to move," she gasps. "Please, Atlas. Fuck me."

I pull back slowly, watching my ridged shaft emerge from her stretched hole, slick with her arousal then drive back in with a roar. She arches off the furs with her own scream.

Her nails dig in like talons. "Like that. But harder."

I set a steady rhythm. Long strokes that pull nearly all the way out before slamming back to the hilt. Her pussy is a silk glove around me. Each thrust makes her tits bounce, makes her moan and swear and slap me again.

"Such a good little mate," I growl. "Taking my cock so well. Made to be fucked by a beast like me."

"My beast," she pants. "Only mine."

I flip us, pulling her on top. She throws her head back with a moan.

"Ride your mate," I command. "Show me how much you want my cock."

Slow at first. Then faster. Small hands braced against my chest as she takes me deep, over and over, crying out with her lips locked in a moaning circle. The sight of her body swallowing me in and out is the most beautiful thing I've witnessed.

“I’m fucking an animal.” She hisses, her eyes slits. “A monster. A beast is inside me.”

"That's it. Use my cock. Take what you need." I've never felt more powerful than having her fuck herself on me. She's shuddering and gyrating like she's going to fly apart. I'm the one driving her to these heights. I will be the one. Forever.

"Atlas," she moans. "I can feel you in my throat. So deep."

I sit up, wrapping my arms around her, changing the angle. Our juices squelch together, the wet sound taking me higher. Now I'm hitting her sweet spot with every thrust, and she's fully sobbing against my shoulder.

"Going to mark you," I growl in her ear. "Fill you so full of my seed you'll be dripping for days."

Her walls flutter. I reach between us, find her swollen clit with my thumb. She gasps and gushes around me.

"Come for me," I command. "Come on your mate's cock. Pull the seed from my balls with your body."

She convulses. Bucks. Her walls clamping down, milking my shaft.

Her screams leave my ears ringing.

"Atlas! Oh God..."

Her orgasm triggers mine. I roar as my climax hits, my cock swelling into the mating knot, thicker, thicker, as I empty myself inside her. Hot seed flooding her channel, marking her from the inside out.

I am sightless, the pleasure tangling inside me like a viper. The pleasure runs deep into my marrow, binding me to her forever as I fill her body with everything I have. Giving her not only my seed but my soul.

Her tiny pale body on top of my massive, furred form is so erotic another wave of release races up from my balls and out the tip into her welcoming warmth.

"Mine," I snarl, locking my hand at the base of her neck and pulling her down against me. "My mate. My female."

The last spurts and pulses match her own as our mingled liquid seeps from her opening.

"Yours," she sobs, shaking and quivering against my chest. "Always yours."

I sink my teeth into the junction of her neck and shoulder. Not deep enough to break skin but enough to leave my mark. She cries out, convulsing again as a smaller orgasm ripples through her.

"Marked," I growl, licking over the indent of my teeth. "Inside and out. Everyone will know you belong to me."

We pant as we come down, my cock still buried inside her with the knot full and throbbing. Slack against my chest. Wrung out. Trembling with aftershocks.

"Did I hurt you too much?" I stroke her hair.

"No," she whispers. "That was incredible. I never knew it could feel like that."

"It's because we're mates." I hug her against my pounding heart. "Our bodies were made for each other."

"I can feel you still pulsing inside me. That knot is like a softball," she murmurs. "And your seed... so warm."

My knot locks us together, plugging her full. Primal satisfaction, knowing my seed is trapped inside her.

"Good," I rumble. "Want you full of me. Want my scent all over you."

When the swelling finally abates, I ease her battered body into the fur beside me. Soothing her with praise and kisses as we lie tangled together.

"The ritual," she hums against my chest. "Did we do it right?"

"Perfect." I press my face to her hair. Breathe her in. "You're mine now. Completely."

"Good." She traces circles in the short fur on my chest. Around the hard squares of muscle. Playing and exploring. "Because I never want anyone else."

"Good. Because anyone who comes close to you, I will kill."

I'm shocked I admit it. But it's bone-deep truth and she needs to know.

"Kill?" She mumbles into my chest, her fingers stalling.

"Rest, my queen. Your only concern now is taking care of your mate. I am your home now."


Chapter 9

Sage

"You're gonna be late." Atlas's breath scorches my throat, his hands mapping every curve instead of helping me dress.

"Whose fault is that?" The words scrape out as his calloused fingers trace molten paths along my bare skin. A low throb below my belly button quickens despite my protests. "You decided I needed a 'proper goodbye.'"

It’s early, we’ve bathed together, he’s fed me until I think my bell will burst but I want to work.

"Still need one." His mouth finds that spot behind my ear that makes my knees buckle. I grab his shoulders to keep from collapsing. "Haven't given you a proper goodbye yet."

"Atlas." I try to frown, but my body betrays me, pressing into his touch. "I've got responsibilities."

"So do I." His massive hands span my waist completely, thumbs stroking just below my ribs where he knows I'm ticklish. The contrast of his gentleness with his raw power makes me shiver. "Ensuring my mate is thoroughly satisfied before she leaves me forever."

"Eight hours is hardly forever." I look up into his gorgeous, animal face. It’s unnatural to want a beast like this, but he’s fucked all the doubt and shame out of me and I’m ready to spend my life, however that make look with this…man?

"Feels like eternity." He rolls us over, careful not to crush me but letting me feel every inch of his weight. The furs shift beneath us, his own fur rasps against me, his horns catching the light like a monster's crown.

We kiss slow and deep. The kind that makes my toes curl and my brain short-circuit. His tongue slides against mine, thick and textured, barely fitting in my mouth. His hands tangle in my hair, holding me exactly where he wants me. Which is exactly why I need to stop this before I'm late for the third time this week.

"Okay." I push against his shoulders, feel corded muscle flex under my palms. My hands linger. "Really. I gotta go."

He sighs dramatically but rolls away. Legs bent, hooves tapping in annoyance, but he gives me space to sit up. Cool air hits my heated skin. "Fine. But I'm not happy about it."

His lower lip juts out in an actual pout. This enormous, terrifying Minotaur is pouting like a denied child.

"Noted." I gather my scattered clothes, hyperaware of his gaze tracking every movement. "You could always come with me."

"To the wellness retreat?" He snorts. "That would end well."

He stretches out, rolls his shoulders, then laces his fingers behind his head, watching me with those dark eyes.

"You never know. The people there are," I shrug, “more open minded than most.”

"Sage." His voice goes deadly serious. " The guests pay thousands to find their inner peace in nature. Discovering an actual monster in their sacred woods would fuck up their zen."

I pause pulling on my shirt. My chest tightens. "You're not a monster."

"Tell that to the first person who sees me."

His voice goes hollow. I crawl back to him, straddle his lap, feel his hands settle on my hips.

"Hey." I tilt his chin up, the short whiskers scratching my palm. "What did we say about calling yourself names?"

"That you'd tie me up and make me say nice things about myself?"

His eyes heat. He shifts beneath me, his cock hardening against my backside.

"Exactly." I kiss the tip of his nose, where his nostrils flare above that wide jaw. "Don't make me break out the restraints. You might discover things about me you weren't prepared for."

"Don't threaten me with a good time."

I laugh and climb off before I'm bull-dick deep again. My legs shake, body already leaking the remnants of his earlier release. "You're impossible. Get dressed and walk me back."

He catches my hand as I walk past. Brings it to his lips, breath warm against my knuckles. "How did I get so lucky?"

My throat tightens, heartbeat quickening. "Clean living and good karma?"

"Pretty sure it was the opposite."

I lean down for one more kiss. "I gotta go. But I'll be back before you know it."

"Promise?" His shoulders hunch as he stands, grabbing jeans and a shirt that look too restrictive for a man of his stature.

"Promise. And Atlas?"

"Yeah?"

"Try not to terrorize any hikers while I'm gone."

He pulls the shirt over his head, horns stretching the neck hole as it pops down. "No promises."

I'm still smiling as we make our way through the pre-dawn forest. My skin still tingles where my mate marked me.

He walks me to the tree line, his massive frame towering beside me, reluctant to let go. Morning mist clings to the air, a veil between his world and mine.

"I could build you a dwelling here," he says, squeezing my hand. "Right at the edge of my territory."

I turn to face him. "What we have is perfect. You don't need to change everything. This is my choice." I reach up to touch his face, feel the muscle in his jaw jump under my palm as he huffs low. "Having work gives me a different sort of purpose than just being your vessel of pleasure." I snort on a laugh.

"I know." He leans into my touch, his thick, furred chest rises and falls in heavy breaths. "Doesn't mean I have to like watching you walk away."

"Go hunt something," I tell him. "Be all primal and Minotaur-y. I'll see you tonight."

"Be safe." His voice carries a weight that makes my stomach flutter with unease.

I’ll be watching.


Chapter 11

Sage

The retreat buzzes with early morning activity when I slip into the main lodge. Coffee and tea brewing, the rich scent mixing with eucalyptus oils. My pulse still runs high from Atlas's goodbye. I grab a mug from the kitchen, ceramic warm against my palms, and check the activity schedule. The morning meditation walk is already underway.

"There you are." Sarah heads over, steam rising from her own mug. "I was wondering what happened. You missed the morning nature walk."

"Had to catch up on some paperwork." I keep my voice level despite the flush warming my cheeks. "Everything going okay?"

"Perfect. The guests are loving the forest meditation. Should be back soon." She glances at her watch. "Actually, they're running a bit late. But you know how group walks go. Someone always wants to commune with every tree."

I nod, throat dry, my body sore and a rush of sticky warmth from Atlas’s morning deposit leaking from my battered opening. "How's staffing been without Derek?"

"Honestly? Better." Sarah's shoulders relax. A week since Atlas ran him off, and she'd received his resignation email the next day. "He was getting extra weird toward the end."

She rolls her eyes.

I nod and start setting up for the morning workshop. This job has given me stability. Purpose. Respect. I'm good at this. People listen when I talk about mindfulness and presence. They don't know I learned those skills as survival mechanisms.

I’ve turned my pain into purpose. And Atlas has turned his loneliness into love.

"Sage?" Sarah calls from the front desk. "Could you grab a few more meditation cushions from storage? Afternoon session's gonna be bigger than usual."

"Sure thing."

I'm arranging cushions in the main hall when I hear it.

Screaming.

Not playful. Pure terror. Every hair on my body stands up.

"Help!" The voice gets closer, raw and desperate. "Someone help!"

Ice floods my veins.

The front doors explode open as three guests stumble in. Faces white as bone, Birkenstocks flapping as they race forward, eyes wide and unfocused.

"Call the police!" A woman in a paisley tunic shouts. "There's something in the woods! Some sort of… I don't know… a thing. Big thing. Bigfoot."

Sarah rushes over with a pitcher of water and cups. "What happened? Are you..."

The man with fake dreadlocks croaks. "There's a monster in the forest! Some sort of bull man."

My heart stops. "Did you see it?"

"Yes… well, no, not exactly…" He shakes his head and his puka shell necklace clicks around his neck. "Someone was shouting. Told us to run. That it was coming."

Murmuring ripples through the room. Some guests look skeptical, or like the narrators of the tall tale maybe have been dipping into special herbs.

"We need to evacuate," a guest pants, hands shaking so hard water sloshes from the cup Sarah gave him. "It could kill us..."

"Now, hold on. Probably a bear..." Sarah tries to sound calm, but uncertainty flickers in her eyes.

I nod, fighting the rising panic. "I'm sure there's nothing to worry about. We're perfectly safe..."

That's when I hear the voice that makes my stomach turn inside out.

"You!"

Derek stomps through the front doors. Five men his age, all in camo gear, fan out behind him. They smirk and posture. But Derek's eyes are wrong. Pupils dilated, jaw clenched.

"Something's going on here that everyone should know about." He points a shaking finger at the terrified guests, spittle flying. "There is a monster in the woods, and it's attacking people."

His friends hold rifles, nodding.

I step forward. "How do you know it's attacked someone?"

He scoffs. "You think I left because I wanted to? It attacked me." Derek's face is purple, eyes bulging. "That thing. A fucking… Forest Keeper."

Word spreads through the camp lodge like wildfire. Clients pour from their rooms, bare feet slapping wood floors as they cluster together, voices sharp with panic.

Telling stories about monsters in the woods around a campfire is one thing. But people recognize Derek.

"Derek?" Sarah narrows her eyes at him. "What are you talking about? The Forest Keeper is a ghost story. I think we need to get you some help, you're not..."

"That thing attacked me!" He scans the room, face twisted. "Dragged me through the forest with all the stuff from my room. He’s a thief as well."

Derek's gaze finds mine across the room then he smiles and it’s pure poison.

"And I know exactly who's been helping it."

The guest’s eyes turn my way.

"Sage has been meeting with that thing." Derek shakes his head with a disgusted snort. "I saw them together. It’s unnatural. Bestiality!”

"Derek, that's enough!” Sarah shoots me a look, like we're dealing with a madman. We are. Except not all of what he's saying is bullshit. “Everyone, please go back to your rooms. I'm calling the police and… a psychiatrist."

"Ask her! She's a bull fucker." Derek stomps forward. I hold my ground, but my hands are shaking. "Explains why you never wanted to be with human men."

"Just because I didn’t want to fuck you--" I start but I stall when he raises his gun to his shoulder.

I watch doubt creep into the faces around us. Fear makes people stupid. Makes them want someone to blame. People don’t like things they can’t understand.

Derek's friends stir the pot. "We need to take care of this situation," the closest one says.

"We need to get out there. Find it." Another moves forward.

There’s a booming sound that makes the windows rattle in their frames. As the guests huddle against the wall, eyes flicking toward the open front door where another roar makes my skin prickle.

The trees in front of the main hall explode like matchsticks. Branches snapping. Guests scream and scatter as Atlas emerges from the forest in all his terrifying glory.

Eight feet of fury. Muscles rippling under dark, fur-covered skin, each scar catching the morning light like silver. His horns gleam like weapons.

He fills the doorway it as his eyes scan the crowd with until they find me, and relief flickers across his features before rage replaces it.

"Sage," he growls, voice carrying across the chaos like thunder as he stomps through the doors on stomping hooves. "Step away from them."

"See!" Derek shrieks, voice going falsetto. "Look how it knows her..."

His friends raise their rifles. Metal glints. The sound of safeties clicking off fills the air like a death sentence. Guests and staff press to the edges of the room as the men aim at Atlas but I’m between the bullets and my beast.

"Get out of the way, Sage," Derek shouts.

Atlas's gaze flicks to the guns, nostrils flaring. His massive chest rises and falls, fists at his sides.

He steps forward. Places his enormous body between me and the danger.

I push myself next to him, staying in the line of fire, and rest my hand on his massive arm.

"Stop," I say, my voice cutting through the chaos. "All of you, stop. You’re taking this too far. He’s not here to hurt anyone."

"He's just a joke. Part of the adventure," someone behind me says.

Laughter from somewhere else. "Derek's monster is just some big dude in a costume." A woman’s voice chimes in.

I nod, playing to the crowd. “You all wanted a once in a lifetime experience, right?” I chuckle, sneering at Derek.

Sarah's eyes catch mine, and I don't miss the slight curl of her lips as she glances from me to Atlas and back.

The guns waver. Confusion replaces certainty in the wide eyes of Derek's crew.

"You said it was some sort of bull creature," one of them says, dropping his aim. "You played us man? You getting paid for this?" He shakes his head at his friends. “You’re always fucking with us for your own benefit. Come on. Fuck this. That’s a terrible costume anyway. Weak ass tree huggers wanted a little thrill.”

They glare at Derek, then settle their eyes on Atlas. It’s clear this is not a costume, but it’s easier for them to believe that, than the alternative.

"His name is Atlas," I say, voice growing stronger with each word. "And yes, he's my boyfriend."

"Mate," Atlas huffs behind me, quiet enough that only those closest hear. "Not boyfriend. Mate."

Derek's face twists, veins bulging. "It’s no costume! Don't you see it? She's working with that thing."

“Show’s over!” Sarah claps. “Wasn’t that fun everyone? Adrenaline surges are good! Now, we should all go take a dip in the cold plunge, get all that hormonal cleansing out of the way before lunch!” She winks at me, then scurries the guests out the back door as they chuckle and whoop at the excitement.

“You should go.” Atlas growls toward Derek. “If I see you again, you’ll need a fucking army to protect you.”

I reach for Atlas’s hand before there’s bloodshed and the police really do get called. “Let’s go.”

“Yes, my mate.” He takes a quick step in Derek’s direction.

“Fuck you.” He hisses, wincing as Atlas puffs up his chest.

“That’s enough excitement for these humans for now. But this one,” He nods toward Derek who is staring, white faced, lips tight. “May need more than a cold plunge to get his head straight. You want me to help you straighten things out, human?”

Derek scoffs, shrinking back as Atlas cups my ass, tugging me up onto his side as I wrap my legs around his center.

“If you’re not gone by the time I bring her back for lunch, you’ll find out just how useless that little pea shooter of yours is going to be. Now, get—” Atlas roars as Derek turns on his toe and races out the doors, launching himself into the truck bed just as his crew is pulling away.

“You’re so scary.” I tease, feigning fear.

“That’s what your pussy said to my cock last night.”

I snort as he carries me out the door and into our future.


Chapter 12

Atlas

Two months later

"The master bedroom has vaulted ceilings and original hardwood throughout," the realtor says, her voice tight with barely concealed nervousness. Her name is Carol, and she keeps stealing glances at me like I might sprout fangs. "Custom built for a family, a hundred years ago like yourself, I forget the names… Let me check my, um, notes…"

Since the day I exposed myself to the guests at the retreat, it became clear that hiding forever would not bring the full, happy life that Sage needed. Giving up her world for a hole in the side of a mountain, was romantic, but not realistic.

I returned to the camp over the next weeks. Slowly introducing myself to the guests and even joined in a few of Sage’s yoga and breathwork sessions.

From there, I gained what I think was pity at first because my half human body did not take well to the downward dog and my breathing was anything but peaceful.

But, with Sage and Sarah’s help, the humans began to be more curious than frightened. I became a celebrity of sorts, many of them talking about their ancestors that lived with beings such as myself many decades ago.

Then, we expanded our adventures from the retreat, into town. It wasn’t all easy and there were other guns drawn on us before things settled down, but I stood proud next to my mate and her next to me and love, well, it conquered all.

I can't think past the desperate need in my chest as I walk through the doorway of the house Sage wanted to look at without folding myself in half. A whole foot of clearance, built when craftsmen didn't cut corners. My horns barely graze the solid oak header, and the wood doesn't flex. Just accepts my passage like I belong here.

Like this house was built for someone like me.

The realization steals the air from my lungs. My whole life I've ducked, crouched, apologized for existing. And here's a place that was waiting.

"Atlas, look at this kitchen," Sage breathes, stepping into the space with its honey-coloured tile and floor-to-ceiling windows. "It's perfect. Absolutely perfect."

The word lodges in my chest like a bullet made of pure joy. She's glowing in the afternoon sunlight, face lit with wonder and hope. When was the last time anyone was this happy because of something I provided?

Never.

The kitchen island comes up to my waist instead of my thighs. The coffered ceiling soars twelve feet high. High enough that I stand fully upright without calculating angles.

This house is everything she's never had. Stability. Beauty. Safety. The kind of place where children play in the yard while their parents watch from the porch swing.

Children. My hand twitches toward her still-flat belly, and the need to protect, to provide, overwhelms me. We haven't confirmed it yet, but the signs are there. The glow. The way she hums when she thinks I'm not listening.

I'll do anything for her and the little one growing inside. Their futures will be safe, because I'll never let harm come to them.

A month ago, I tracked down a man named Marcus. The one who hurt Sage.

I killed him without ceremony. Gored him to death with my horns.

I didn't tell her. Just took care of things. As a mate should.

Then, I made a visit to Derek who did not possess enough smarts to tuck his tail and relocate somewhere across the country.

I waited for him as he stumbled out from a bar in town. The locals laughing as he bellowed about monsters and beasts, stumbling right into my grip as I stood in the darkness.

I relocated him myself. He’s still breathing. Or, at least he was when I left him.

"What do you think?" Sage asks, her doe brown eyes huge. This isn't about a house. It's about choosing a life.

The need to give her everything, to make sure she never has to run again, tightens my windpipe. She's been running so long. From those who wanted to use her.

She doesn't have to run anymore. And I don’t have to hide.

"I think," I say, watching her skip and twirl through our future home, "we'll take it."

Carol blinks. "I'm sorry, what? You haven't even seen the upstairs, or the..."

I reach into my jacket and pull out the leather pouch, hands shaking. Ancient gold coins spill into my palm. "Will this cover it?"

The realtor's tablet clatters to the floor.

"Those are... are those real?" she whispers.

"Family inheritance." My people have kept gold in the caves for generations. Never know when you'll need to buy something in the human world. "We'll weigh them out, make sure it's enough."

Sage moves to my side, her small hand sliding into mine. The contact sends shockwaves through me like the first time I touched her. "Atlas, are you sure? We should probably think about..."

"No thinking. No waiting." I turn to face her, cup her face in my free hand. "You want this house. I feel it. So, it's yours. Everything you want is yours."

Her nose crinkles. Tears gather in those beautiful eyes.

"But we can't expect to move in today. The real world doesn't work like..."

"I'll handle it," Carol says, still staring at the gold. "I'm sure we can expedite the process. The owners are motivated and it’s empty. If you two will give me a few minutes to make a call…"

She gathers the coins into her hands.

"Keep the change," I say, snorting on a grunting laugh. Carol nods with a smile, pulling out her phone and leaves us alone in our new home.

The moment the door closes, I have Sage pressed against the kitchen counter, my mouth on hers.

"Our house," I growl against her lips, lifting her onto the granite. "Our home."

"My king," she gasps, legs wrapping around my waist. "We're in an empty house. No blinds on the windows. Anyone could walk by and..."

"Let them watch." My teeth find the sensitive spot on her neck. I straighten to my full height. The freedom of it makes me dizzy. "Let the whole world know this house is claimed. That you're claimed."

I work my cock from these confining human pants, nudge against her core, and hear her sexy whimper as I push inside her tight heat. Tomorrow, when the papers are signed and this is officially our home, I'm going to ask her to marry me. This time next year, our calf will be here, part human, part…me. Whatever I am in this new world and life that she’s brought me.

And if she wants a wellness retreat, I'll give her one. One where I can keep an eye on her all day.

This is it. Home. Family. Love. Forever.

The monster in the woods has found his happy ending.

Better than any fairy tale.
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