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    Chapter One 
 
    It began to rain. The dirt beneath her bare feet turned to mud as the rain fell in sheets. Bridget gasped for breath with each step, her broken ribs grinding together to send waves of agony down her side. Her ankle was swollen, throbbing as she fled, broken or something like it. 
 
    The rain poured until she could not see her arm stretched out in front of her. The pain, exhaustion, and hunger pulled at her. Her body cried out for rest, but she could not chance it. He could be behind her, somewhere hidden in the dark and the rain. If she stopped, she would die. Either by his hand or the storm’s. 
 
    Lightning lit the sky above her, illuminating the mountains towering over her. Bridget only managed a few more stumbling steps before she slipped. She sat in the mud in defeat. The thunder boomed loud enough to vibrate in her chest and she shivered. She was not going to make it.  
 
    She could see her breaths hanging in the air each time she panted. The last of the weak daylight would be gone within the hour and she was hopelessly lost. No one ever ventured past the forest at the base of the mountains. Most never passed the mining operation near town.  
 
    Yet, she had. And she was still alive. Harvey did not let her out of the house much, but she had still heard the stories. Stories about a creature in the woods. Some horrible monster that lived in a den filled with bones. 
 
    In some of the stories, the creature had fangs and claws and skin the gray of a week dead corpse. In others, the monster was taller than the tallest man but lean like a starved cat. It was said to howl during the darkest night of the month and hunt anything that dared to wander near its den. It was still less frightening than what she had left behind. 
 
    Bridget looked around at the dark trees. If she was going to die, she was glad it was in the forest. Anywhere was preferable to where she had been. Just as the thought entered her mind, she caught a glimpse of movement from the corner of her eye. Bridget turned her head to squint into the darkness.  
 
    It was only the hint of a shape in the darkness, but it was enough to make the primitive part of her brain scream in alarm. She could not hear anything over the pouring rain and her own labored breathing, but she could feel a presence. Something out there in the shadows. Watching her. 
 
    “Hello?” She tried to yell but it came out just above a whisper. 
 
    In answer, the shadow paused and a pair of yellow eyes peered out of the darkness. Bridget froze. She stayed perfectly still as the eyes moved closer to her, hovering well above her head. Whatever was lurking in the blackness was no harmless forest creature.  
 
    “Answer me!”  
 
    The eyes moved toward her faster. They cleared the trees and she got her first look at the owner of the haunting gaze. In the low light, she could only see the beast in the vaguest of terms. It was a pale gray, like the rumors had said, but not like a corpse, at all. The creature’s coloring reminded her of the clouds after the storm had faded.  
 
    And it was thin. Not gaunt, as the rumors had said, but lean and dangerous like a cougar. It stalked toward her on two legs but dropped to all-fours when it was a few yards away. Bridget was vaguely aware of her heart pounding in her chest. She knelt in the mud, shivering from the cold, but entranced by the creature in front of her.  
 
    The beast paused an arm’s length from her and two rows of sharp teeth parted. “You should not be out here alone,” he said. 
 
    Bridget jerked back in surprise.  
 
    The yellow eyes moved over her slowly. “And certainly not injured as you are.” His gaze returned to her face. “I will take you to your people.” 
 
    Bridget suddenly snapped out of her shock. “No!” She shrank back from his reaching hands. “No, I can’t go back!” 
 
    She struggled to stand, scooting back from him when her legs failed her. He watched her with an unreadable expression on his inhuman face. Bridget only managed to drag herself a few feet before her body gave up. She slumped back in the mud and blinked up at the stormy sky. The rain filled her gasping mouth until she struggled to breathe. 
 
    “This is foolishness,” she heard the creature growl. An inhumanly strong arm looped behind her shoulders and lifted her into a sitting position. “I should take you back.” 
 
    The last of the fight drained out of her. Every part of her was numb from the cold or throbbing in agony. She let her head fall to the side, pressing her face to the creature’s surprisingly warm bicep.  Bridget’s eyes closed and it was a struggle to open them again.  
 
    “Please,” she whispered. 
 
    She felt a huff of breath against her hair. The creature stilled and she felt another warm breath. The creature muttered something too quietly for her to hear, but his other arm slid under her knees to hold her securely. Just before she drifted into oblivion, he pulled her in close to his chest. 
 
    “You are safe,” he murmured. “Sleep.” 
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    Chapter Two 
 
    Bridget woke to the quiet crackling of a fire. She slowly opened her eyes and stared up at the ceiling above her. It was made of rock and liberally painted with soot. Somewhere in the near distance, she could hear the steady drip of water. Bridget slowly curled her fingers and toes. Something warm and soft protected her from the cold, hard ground. 
 
    The agony she had felt had faded to an ache. It gave her enough strength to roll her head to the side and squint toward the fire. The same pale gray creature from the day before sat on the other side of the fire. He calmly stirred a large, steaming pot. The scent drifted over to her and her stomach immediately growled. Whatever it was smelled delicious. 
 
    Bridget watched the surprisingly domestic scene for a moment before the creature’s eyes rose from the fire to fasten on her.  
 
    “Awake, I see,” he said softly. He gave the pot another stir and set the spoon aside. “Hungry?” 
 
     Bridget stared at him blankly, before her body answered for her. An embarrassingly loud growl rose from her stomach.  
 
    The creature’s eyes crinkled in what appeared to be amusement. “And perhaps thirsty, too,” he mused. 
 
    Bridget watched him grab a nearby wooden bowl with one hand and carefully ladle fragrant stew into it with the other. Despite his long-fingered hands and gangly limbs, he moved with grace and precision. She found herself relaxing as she observed him. After he filled a bowl, he moved on to pouring water from a clay pitcher into a squat, wooden mug.   
 
    He uncurled himself like a large cat and stood with the mug and bowl in hand. Bridget involuntarily flinched as he towered over her and cried out in pain as several of her wounds protested the sudden movement. She squeezed her eyes closed until the flare of agony faded back into a dull ache.  
 
    When she came back to herself, something cool and smooth was cradling the back of her head. She blinked her eyes open and fought not to jerk in surprise. The creature knelt at her side, one of his long-fingered hands supporting her head and neck while the other held the mug a few inches from her face. Her wide eyes moved from his calm face to the offered mug. She parted her lips. 
 
    She had never had anyone tend to her. Not since she was a babe in her mother’s arms. After her mother passed just after Bridget’s fourth birthday, she had been expected to care for herself. She had done the best she could cooking and cleaning up after her father and brothers. There had not been any time or energy to spare for coddling her.  
 
    The creature gently pressed the mug to her lips and Bridget warily took a sip. Cool, clean water filled her mouth and she quickly gulped down more. After only a moment, the mug moved away. A sound of protest died in her throat when a spoon took its place. At the first taste of the savory stew, her stomach growled for more.  
 
    No one had ever fed her before. Not even when she was sick with pneumonia two winters ago. Her husband had simply left her alone in their shack and spent his time and money in town. She was never sure if he was relieved when she survived or disappointed. Her throat tightened at the memory and she choked down the spoonful of stew. 
 
    Bridget shook her head when the spoon came again. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    “My pleasure.” The creature set the spoon aside. “It occurs to me that I do not know your name.” His yellow gaze rose from the bowl to meet hers. “Nor do you know mine.” 
 
    Names. Was it safe to tell him her name? Would he somehow trace it back to her husband? She looked up at him, trying to hide her panicked thoughts. From the way his eyes narrowed, she was not successful.  
 
    “I am Narik,” he said. “And you are?” 
 
    She could lie. The thought floated into her mind and hovered there for a long moment before she brushed it away. No. This creature, Narik, had been kinder to her than anyone had been in a long time. She owed him the truth. 
 
    “Bridget,” she whispered. 
 
    “Bridget,” he echoed. He hummed thoughtfully. “And what brings you so far from town?” 
 
    She looked away. 
 
    He quietly studied her, before he spoke again. “Perhaps later,” he murmured. He stood and carried her bowl and mug back over by the fire. 
 
    Bridget watched him from the corner of her eye, as he filled a different bowl with what appeared to be hot water and grabbed a handful of fabric and a small sack. She turned her head to watch him walk toward her.  
 
    “What is all that?” she asked when he knelt beside her. 
 
    “For your wounds,” he replied, without looking up from what he was doing.  
 
    Bridget watched him pour powder from the sack into the water and carefully mix it. Her wounds? She glanced down at the pelt covering her. She carefully lifted one arm enough to raise the top edge of the pelt. Sure enough, her clothes were nowhere to be seen. Bridget looked over at Narik with wide eyes. 
 
    “My clothes are gone,” she whispered. 
 
     He paused in the act of tearing the fabric into strips. “I apologize, but they were in the way.” 
 
    “In the way?” 
 
    Narik nodded. “May I?” He gestured to the pelt. 
 
    Bridget clenched her jaw and gave him a jerky nod. He lifted the top edge of the pelt and folded it down to reveal the top half of her body. Bridget gasped as she got a look at herself. Her breasts were covered by a thick strip of cloth, but every bit of exposed skin was black and blue. Her ribs were bound in strips of cloth and more bandages wrapped her right upper arm and left wrist.  
 
    Narik looked her over calmly, before reaching for her right arm. Bridget forced herself to stay still. He carefully untied her bandage to reveal an ugly gash. As he began to clean the wound, Bridget found herself studying him to take her mind off the dull ache. He was a strange conflict of appearance and manners.  
 
    His eyes were large and yellow, the pupils slit like a cat’s, but instead of being eerie, they were concerned and focused. His face was lean, like the rest of him, with prominent cheekbones and a sharp, square chin. Between his chin and understated nose, lay a thin slit of a mouth. Even though he rarely opened his mouth wide enough to show her, she could clearly remember the razor-sharp teeth he was hiding. 
 
    For someone who looked so dangerous, he was oddly nice. She huffed a laugh at the thought and his hands paused on her. His eyes rose from his work to meet hers. They looked at each other for a long moment before she gave him a shy smile. His eyes crinkled and his lips twitched like he wanted to smile back, but he looked down instead. 
 
    He silently went back to work cleaning and bandaging the scraps and gashes on her upper body. Narik worked his way down to her waist, leaving her bound ribs alone. When he reached the blanket, he glanced up at her. Bridget only hesitated for a second. She nodded her permission.  
 
    Flat on her back, she could not see how badly bruised her lower body was, but she assumed it had to be similar to the rest of her. Narik’s touch stayed gentle and impersonal, even when he bandaged a gash on her upper thigh. It felt strange to be cared for without any mention of payment. Strange, but nice. 
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    Chapter Three 
 
    “I believe this can come off now.” 
 
    Bridget carefully pushed herself into a seated position and looked down her body to where Narik was crouched by her feet. He unknotted the cloth binding her ankle and gently tested her ankle.  
 
    “Any pain?” 
 
    Bridget shook her head and smiled. No more clinging to his arm when she needed to hobble to the chamber pot. As if he could see her thoughts in her expression, Narik huffed in amusement.  
 
    “Let’s try standing on it,” he said. He easily lifted her from the ground and set her on her feet, careful not to jar her healing ribs. “How does it feel?” 
 
    Bridget’s cheeks flushed when she realized she was still leaning against him. She focused on putting weight on her newly healed ankle and took a wobbly step. Her ankle held. It was a little weak from disuse, but not painful. She smiled brightly. Her smile faded when she looked down at the rest of her. 
 
    Most of her bandages had come off in the weeks she had been in the cave, but many of the wounds had left scars. Some were small and faint, but a few were gruesome and ugly. The scar on her thigh was the ugliest. The glass from a broken whiskey bottle had cut almost to the bone. It would be a constant reminder of why she could never be found. 
 
    “Scars are badges of honor,” Narik said softly. 
 
    Bridget looked up at him in surprise. “Do you really think so?” 
 
    He nodded. “And proof of your strength.” 
 
    Bridget looked away to hide her smile. She took another test step before she felt safe enough to let go of his arm. She slowly walked from her sleeping pallet to the fire pit. From there, she worked her way around the perimeter of the cave. Narik returned to the fire to work on the stew they were having for supper.  
 
    As she paced the length of the cave that had been her home for the past two weeks, her eyes wandered to Narik more often than not. It was not a new development. There was something about him that drew her in. On the surface, he was a fearsome beast, but under the teeth and claws, he was the kindest person she had ever met. In many ways, he was the exact opposite of her husband. 
 
    Her husband was handsome in the traditional sense. He was what people called ‘a real looker’, but his beauty was truly only skin deep. He was handsome but a womanizer, handsome but a drunk. She had long ago stopped thinking he was handsome, at all. He had never been kind to her, nor gentle, nor thoughtful. 
 
    The one thing he had been was sly. He had waited until her first husband died from the drink, until she had been cold and hungry and desperate enough to accept help from anyone, and then he swept in to marry her. He wanted something pretty to show off and she wanted to survive. It had not taken her long to realize she was better off cold and hungry. 
 
    Bridget pushed the dark thoughts away and turned her attention back to Narik. He was slicing wild mushrooms with a wickedly sharp knife and adding them to the stew pot. Her eyes wandered from his large hands to his broad shoulders and down the long, lean line of his flank. The light of the fire added a metallic sheen to his skin and she found herself wondering what it would feel like under her hands. 
 
    Narik suddenly paused in his chopping to stare at her. His shoulders rose and fell as he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He set the knife down and stood, uncurling his long limbs until his head nearly reached the ceiling of the cave.  
 
    “I think I will check the snares,” he said. 
 
    Bridget mutely watched him cross the main cavern and disappear down the tunnel that led to the outside. She wondered at his strange behavior and her own thoughts. It was wrong to think of Narik as anything beyond a friend and protector. It was true that he was kind to her, made a lively conversation partner, and had a dry wit that made her laugh, but there should not be a romantic tilt to her feelings.  
 
    There could not be. 
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    Chapter Four 
 
    Bridget held on to Narik’s hand tightly as he led her through the darkness. The tunnel was longer than she had realized. Long enough to leave the firelight behind before she caught a hint of sunlight ahead of her. If it were not for Narik’s steady presence, the pitch blackness and close walls would have been panic-inducing.  
 
    Bridget focused on the feeling of Narik’s hand instead. His skin was smooth and cool and his long fingers easily wrapped around her hand. She had been having indecent thoughts about his hands over the past few weeks. Even though she had only known him a month, Narik was endlessly distracting.  
 
    He had a way of moving with both precision and grace that drew her gaze. He was fascinating. He spoke to her as if he truly cared about what she had to say and listened to every word. When she mentioned liking yellow flowers, he somehow found one on his daily hunting trip and presented it to her when he returned.  
 
    When she said she missed the sun, he had painstakingly stitched two hides together to make her a warm cloak and offered to take her outside. To add to her complicated feelings, her appreciation of the beauty in his inhuman features had only grown with each passing day. Despite his lack of apparent interest. 
 
    Bridget sighed to herself.  
 
    “Only a bit further,” Narik said. He gently squeezed her hand in reassurance.  
 
    Bridget smiled. It was impossible not to feel affection for him.  
 
    The darkness around her slowly grew to dazzling brightness and she stumbled out of the tunnel behind him. Squinting around, she realized she was on a rocky outcropping above a field of wildflowers. Despite the chill in the air, the stubborn flowers were still standing strong among the long grass and weeds.  
 
    Narik’s hand slipped out of hers and he gestured for her to go ahead. Bridget smiled shyly and began to pick her way down the hill to the field. She turned around once she reached the grass to find Narik watching her. He smiled, his lips curved up just enough to show a hint of his sharp teeth before he hid them again. 
 
    For a brief moment, she thought she saw more than just fondness in his gaze. He looked away before she could be sure. It was probably wishful thinking on her part. Narik had no idea how his actions had begun to affect her.  
 
    Bridget turned away to wander through the field. She stopped here and there to examine the clusters of flowers and her bound ribs only twinged a little when she bent down. It seemed Narik was right that the last of her wounds were nearly healed. Her mind shied away from what would happen when she was well enough to leave. 
 
    The sun was visibly lower in the sky when the chill of the wind began to seep through her furs. A tall shadow fell across her path and Bridget craned her head back to look up at Narik. He was looking at her with the same unreadable expression she had seen on his face more and more often as the weeks went by.  
 
    “Are you cold?” he asked. 
 
    “A little.” Bridget pulled the furs tighter around her just as a chill made her shiver. 
 
    Narik held out his hand for her to take.  
 
    They made their way back to the cave in comfortable silence. Bridget shed the furs once she reached the fire, kneeling at the fireside in just the tattered remains of her dress. The hem was immodestly high, well above her knee, but she had grown used to being scantily clad in the safety of the cave.  
 
    “I think we can remove the last of your bandages,” Narik said. He slowly sank down to kneel at her side.  
 
    Bridget gave him a hesitant nod and turned her back. She shrugged her dress off her shoulders to let it pool around her waist.  
 
    “Let me know if there is any tenderness,” Narik instructed. 
 
    He carefully began to unknot the bandages around her ribs. As each strip fell away, she could take deeper breaths. Her first few inhales were wary, but when there was no pain, she took in a lungful of air and exhaled with a wide smile. She started to tell him not to worry, but the feeling of his hands on her bare skin stole the thought from her mind. 
 
    Bridget looked down to see his long fingers wrapped around her rib cage, gently probing at the newly healed bones. The sight brought wholly inappropriate thoughts to her mind. She sat perfectly still as his smooth skin slid against hers, at times almost grazing the underside of her breasts.  
 
    “Did I ever tell you that the townspeople call you the Bonekeeper?” Bridget asked softly. 
 
    Narik looked up at her in surprise. “Do they?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He hummed thoughtfully. “I have never had any interest in keeping bones or anything else.” His hands slid away from her.  
 
    Bridget twisted around to face him. It put them only inches from each other, close enough that she could feel his breath on her face. She stared into his inhuman eyes, looking for any hint that he felt something for her. 
 
    “Not anything?” she whispered. 
 
    His slit pupils expanded, but he did not answer.  
 
    Bridget slowly leaned closer until her lips grazed the thin line of his mouth. He made a sound she had never heard before, a deep, rumbling purr. Bridget’s eyelids drifted closed and she pressed her mouth harder against his. Just as she parted her lips for more, his hands settled on her shoulders and gently moved her away.  
 
    With a sinking feeling in her stomach, Bridget opened her eyes to look at him. His eyes were luminous in the firelight and wholly focused on her. They were not the eyes of someone who had just pushed her away. But he had. Bridget sat up straight to put more distance between them.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “I don’t know why I did that.” 
 
    That was a lie. She knew exactly why she had kissed him. It was because he was the only person she wanted to kiss. She had not wanted to kiss anyone since she was just a girl. Before reality and her husbands ruined it.  
 
    She thought desire had died in her a long time ago, but Narik had awakened it without even trying. He swooped in with his soft touch and kind words and stole all the fear from her. She had blossomed for him, but he obviously did not feel the same way. 
 
    Bridget slipped back into her dress. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “It won’t happen again.” She started to turn away. 
 
    “Bridget,” he said, halting her. “It is not what you think.” 
 
    A small, stubborn flame of hope lit in her chest. “No?” 
 
    He gently turned her to face him. “No. It is not a lack of desire which stops me.” 
 
    Bridget moved closer. “Then, what is it?” 
 
    “Among my people, there is a custom. It is known as Mateship. It is very similar to your custom of marriage.” 
 
    At the mention of marriage, Bridget could feel herself pale. “I won’t do that,” she said shakily. Not ever again. 
 
    Narik’s open expression shuttered. “I see. Of course not. I understand.” 
 
    Bridget stood and gathered up the furs. She hesitated for a moment before muttering a weak excuse and bolting for the tunnel to the outside. She needed to think. And she needed to be alone to do it.  
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    Chapter Five 
 
    She was not dressed for the weather. She had not taken the time to step into her boots before she fled and the ground was cold and hard. Bridget finally stopped walking when all she could see around her was trees. She spun in a slow circle, breathing hard. What on earth was she doing? 
 
    When had she become this person? This person who ran from someone who had only ever been kind to her. Bridget winced as she remembered the hurt that had flashed in his eyes. She had rejected him. No, not him. Marriage.  
 
    Bridget began to pace. She could not be owned again. She had fought too hard to escape her husband. But Narik was nothing like Harvey. To be honest, Narik was everything she would hope a husband to be. Warm, patient, affectionate.  
 
    Her pace slowed until she was standing still. Narik made her feel small, but never insignificant. He used his strength to protect her and provide for her, but never once to hurt her. Was she thinking about things all wrong? Maybe it was not marriage itself that frightened her, but the men to whom she had been married.  
 
    For just a moment, she let herself consider what such a union would be like with Narik. There would be days full of conversation and laughter. And the nights? She had seen glimpses of heat in his eyes when he looked at her. Would their nights be full of passion? She nervously chewed on her bottom lip. 
 
    Somehow, the thought did not frighten her the way it did with her husband. She could not imagine Narik harming her. Bridget blinked in surprise. That was it. Her answer. Narik would not hurt her. She could trust him.  
 
    “Bridget Webb!” a voice hollered. 
 
    Bridget gasped and turned toward the distant yelling. As she listened, she heard more voices take up the call. They were searching for her? It had been over a month. She had hoped they would have given her up for dead weeks ago. She should have known better. Harvey would never accept her loss without a body. 
 
    “Bridget Webb!” a different voice called. 
 
    Bridget turned away from the approaching voices and ran. As she raced through the forest, she realized she had no idea which way she had come. In her mad dash, she had paid no mind to the location of the cave. She had simply wandered. Now, she was lost.  
 
    Heart pounding, she stumbled to a stop. Her feet throbbed from the cold and occasional stone, but she set the pain aside. The voices behind her did not seem to be growing any fainter. As she began to panic a singularly horrible sound cut through the woods. Her husband’s voice. 
 
    “Bridget!” he called.  
 
    Her breath caught in her throat. Wild panic seized her and she looked around frantically. She had to hide. He could not find her. There had to be somewhere. Anywhere.  
 
    The voices were coming closer, close enough that she could hear conversation, not just the raised voices. At any moment, they would see her. Her eyes settled on a fallen tree. If she hid among the evergreen’s branches they may not see her. Just as the thought entered her mind, she heard the howl of hunting dogs on a scent.  
 
    Her heart fell. It was over then. Bridget covered her mouth with her hands to hold back her panicked gasps. Suddenly, like a fear-fueled hallucination, Narik melted out of the forest in front of her. His eyes swept over her tear-streaked face and shaking body and he held out his hand. Bridget immediately went to him. 
 
    Without a word, he swept her into his arms and turned back the way he had come. Bridget squeezed her eyes closed and pressed her face against the cool skin of his throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I did this. I’m sorry.” 
 
    His arms tightened on her, but he said nothing.  
 
    When they reached the cave, he silently set her on her feet and gave her an unreadable look.  
 
    “One of those men speaks your name with more familiarity than the others.” 
 
    Bridget shakily nodded. “He-he’s my husband.” 
 
    Narik looked away from her. “I see. And you do not wish to be found by him.” 
 
    Bridget tried to speak, but the words caught in her tight throat. She shook her head. 
 
    “Would I be correct to assume he is responsible for the state I found you in?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bridget whispered. 
 
    Narik’s long fingers curled into fists. “He is unworthy of you. To hurt one’s mate is—” he broke off with a growl. 
 
    Bridget smiled sadly. “Is a mate like a wife?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Her question seemed to pull Narik out of his thoughts. “No,” he answered, gaze intense. “A mate is more precious than life. Only the most fortunate find theirs.” 
 
    A knot formed in her chest at his soft words. What would it be like to be loved so completely?  
 
    “That sounds…nice,” she said, forcing a smile.  
 
    “Yes,” Narik agreed. He did not look away from her face. 
 
    Bridget found herself captured by the look in his eyes. There was a strange tension in the air between them. A silence full of unspoken words. She had the oddest feeling she had missed something.  
 
    “Narik?” she whispered. “When you mentioned Mateship before…?” she trailed off, hesitating to put her unlikely thought into words.  
 
    “Yes?” he gently urged.  
 
    Bridget licked her lips nervously. His voice had dropped into a deeper register that made her stomach flutter. She clasped her hands in front of her to still their fidgeting. 
 
    “When you said you desired me…?” Her heart began to beat faster at the heat growing in his gaze. “Did you mean I was your mate?” 
 
    “Yes,” he purred. 
 
    Bridget stared at him with wide eyes. “Oh.” 
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    Chapter Six 
 
    It was a lot to take. Narik was kind enough to give her time to think. They had gone to separate sleeping pallets, but for the first time, the future held possibilities. Bridget slept soundly and woke early the next morning. Early enough that Narik was still sound asleep. 
 
    She found herself watching him in the dim light of the low-burning fire. From her place across the room, she could just make out the steady rise and fall of his chest. Her eyes wandered over his body. When he was awake, his personality was often her main focus, but asleep there was nothing to distract her from his appearance. 
 
    When had she begun to feel lust for his inhuman features? Her affection for him as a person was almost acceptable by society’s standards, but her hunger for him? No one in the town would ever understand that. She barely understood it herself. She only knew that she wanted him more than she had ever wanted anyone. 
 
    It was a heady realization for her. She had never been a woman of strong passions. It was one of the many things her husband could not stand about her. He said she was frigid, barely even worthy of being called a wife. Some part of her had believed him. 
 
    Bridget licked her lips, as her eyes caressed the long lines of Narik’s body. Her husband was wrong. Just looking at Narik made heat bloom between her thighs. She could not help wondering what he would feel like over her, his cool skin against her heated body.  
 
    And what of his manhood? Was it long and lean like the rest of him or was it altogether different? In the weeks they had spent together she had never seen so much as a glimpse. From her furtive peeks, it seemed to somehow lie within his body. Just one more part of him to explore. And she wanted to. Oh, how she wanted to.  
 
    Bridget pressed her thighs together. The knowledge that she was his mate had done something to her, given her mind permission to wonder. To want. The same way her heart wanted. She shied away from naming her feelings for him, terrified she would find something far stronger than affection dwelling there.  
 
    She wished she could just leave her old life behind forever. Let her marriage vows die and flee with Narik. But where could they possibly go? Her husband was already searching in the forest. Eventually, not even Narik’s scent would throw off the dogs. What were they going to do? 
 
    “Your thoughts have turned,” a familiar voice said. 
 
    Bridget looked up to see Narik watching her. His eyes moved over her slowly and he sat up. 
 
    “Turned?” she asked. 
 
    “Your scent was warm and sweet, but it soured with fear. What is it that frightens you, Bridget?” 
 
    “My husband,” she whispered. “I am afraid of what he will do if he finds me, finds us.” He would kill Narik for the sport and make her wish she were dead soon after.  
 
    “I would take you to my home if you desired it.” 
 
    It took a moment for Narik’s words to sink in. “Your home? Do you not live here?” 
 
    “Yes, but it is not what I consider home. My home is…full of others like me.” 
 
    Bridget stared at him, watching him feed the dying fire. There were others?  
 
    “But the pass will close with the snow, so a decision must be made soon.” 
 
    “Yes,” she blurted. 
 
    Narik looked up from the fire to regard her with a serious expression. “You need not answer now. There is time to consider.” 
 
    Bridget opened and closed her mouth, before finally shaking her head silently. How could she explain that she had made up her mind already? That, in her heart, she had made up her mind after that first time he touched her so gently. Before she knew his name or how much he would come to mean to her, she had trusted him and wanted to stay with him. 
 
    “I want to go with you,” she said. “To your home. And I want to stay.” 
 
    “For how long?” he asked softly. 
 
    Bridget only hesitated for a moment. “For as long as you want me.” 
 
    Narik sighed softly. He crossed the space between them and knelt in front of her. Gently tracing her jaw with his fingertips, his gaze held hers. 
 
    “I will always want you,” he said. 
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    Chapter Six 
 
    Narik broke down their camp with the same grace and efficiency he did everything else. Bridget stood by the tunnel and watched everything disappear into a large pack. Just before he put out the fire, he looked over at her, as if asking one last time if she was completely certain. Bridget nodded. 
 
    She started down the tunnel and he doused the fire. It was immediately pitch black in the cave. Bridget concentrated on the rough texture of the wall under her fingers and the silent presence at her back. She was so focused on the Narik, the bright light of dawn came as a surprise.  
 
    Bridget got a brief impression of a red sky before a shadow stepped into her path.  
 
    “So, this is where you’ve been hiding,” a familiar voice sneered. 
 
    The bottom dropped out of her stomach. Several things seemed to happen at once, as Narik cleared the tunnel behind her. Her husband looked up, Narik growled, and Bridget saw the glint of dawn light on metal. Her mind had just enough time to acknowledge the presence of the rifle before a deafening crack filled the air. 
 
    Bridget whipped around to see the edge of the tunnel explode right beside Narik’s head. Her husband shouted in shock and fury and took aim again. Bridget barely ducked in time to avoid the next blast. A snarl of pure rage ripped from Narik’s mouth, as he leaped at her husband and the two of them tumbled over the edge and out of sight.  
 
    Bridget scrambled over to the edge to look down. At the bottom of the hill, only one of the figures was moving. It was not her husband. Narik slowly detangled himself from Harvey and rose to his feet. He stared down at the human man for a long moment before he finally looked up at her. She was not sure what to make of his expression. 
 
    She exhaled shakily and carefully made her way down the hill to his side. She only spared her husband’s body a quick glance. His head lay at an odd angle, his neck broken in the fall. Bridget waited to feel something, some sadness brought on by lingering affection, but there was nothing. When she looked at his body she felt only relief.  
 
    Bridget turned her attention to Narik to see him watching her with a heavy gaze. She hesitantly pressed her palm to the cool skin on his chest. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “His death was not intended,” Narik said. He looked down at the body. “But I am not sorry he is dead.” 
 
    Bridget blinked at the stark honesty. “He wanted me dead,” she said softly. “He never would have stopped looking for me.” 
 
    Narik said nothing, but he covered her hand with his own.  
 
    “Can we leave now? Please?” Bridget wanted nothing more than to leave all of it behind and start a new life. With him. 
 
    “Yes,” Narik said.  
 
    He took her hand and led her away. They stopped at the mouth of the tunnel to retrieve the pack before following a path that zig-zagged up the hill. They walked until Bridget began to stumble with each step. With the sun directly overhead, they stopped for a midday meal. 
 
    “When we reach the pass, you must stay close to me,” Narik said. He passed her a strip of dried meat. “The guardian is…difficult at the best of times, but his recent mating makes him even more so.” 
 
    “Guardian?” Bridget asked. 
 
    “He is from the clan of Squama that calls the western edge of the valley home. The reptilian clans can be…testy, but they take their job as guardians of the mountain pass very seriously.” 
 
    “Oh.” Bridget nibbled on her food. “And this guardian has a mate, too?” 
 
    “I caught a glimpse of her just two weeks before we met. From the scent, she had not been away from her kind for long.” 
 
    Bridget silently considered his words. “Will we live away from everyone when we reach your home?” 
 
    Narik gave her a fond look. “We will live wherever you wish, Bridget. I will be content wherever you are.” 
 
    Bridget gave him a shy smile. It was difficult to keep her distance when he said such things. It was becoming difficult to keep her distance, at all. As if he could sense her thoughts, Narik’s gaze dropped to take in the rest of her body and his pupils slowly expanded.  
 
    “Bridget,” he said roughly. “I would ask that you not tempt me until we reach my home.” 
 
    Something hot and daring rose in her and Bridget licked her lips. “I’m your mate. Isn’t it my right to tempt you?” 
 
    A growl rumbled in his chest. “There are rules. A courtship.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing?” she pressed. 
 
    Narik eyed her, his fingers curling and uncurling as if he was trying to resist touching her. “I must offer a gift and you must accept it.”  
 
    “You have done nothing but give since the day we met,” she murmured. “How much more do I have to accept?” 
 
    He stared at her silently. After a long moment, he seemed to regain his control and the heat slowly bled from his gaze. He shook his head. 
 
    “You will be courted properly,” he said. “I would not dishonor you.” 
 
    Even as disappointment filled her, Bridget felt a small thrill. She watched him begin to pack up their supplies. “So when we reach your home…?” 
 
    Narik stood and looked down at her. “I will give you all that you desire.” 
 
    Bridget nodded and took his offered hand. She slipped her fingers between his. Narik hefted the pack with his other hand and they continued the journey. Bridget let herself get caught in her thoughts to pass the time. Most of her thoughts were focused on what would happen when they reached Narik’s home.  
 
    She was equal parts excited and nervous. As much as she wanted him, a small part of her heart was still afraid to be intimate. Should she tell him she had never known pleasure in the marriage bed? It was daunting to consider their size difference and what that may mean for other parts of his body. 
 
    Narik stopped walking, jerking her out of her thoughts. She looked up at him in question. 
 
    “Everything beyond this point is within the protection of the valley.” 
 
    Bridget frowned at the path ahead. It was narrow with a sheer rock face on either side. She did not see a guardian, but the fine hairs on the back of her neck slowly stood on end as she peered ahead of them. Someone was watching them.  
 
    “Is it safe to pass?” she whispered.  
 
    Bridget caught movement from the corner of her eye and glanced at the shrubs along the top edge of the rock face. A pretty woman with long, blonde hair stared down at her. As she watched a large, green creature stepped up behind her to glower down at them. The woman smirked and gave her a jaunty wave. 
 
     Bridget returned it with a puzzled smile. “Who is that?” she whispered to Narik. 
 
    “The guardian’s mate,” he said without looking. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “We should go before he takes our continued presence as a threat.” Narik gently urged her forward along the path. 
 
    After a few minutes, when the woman and scowling guardian were out of sight, Bridget thought of something. “Why didn’t you take his presence as a threat?” 
 
    Narik huffed in amusement. “We are in his territory. Should he come near you in my territory, it would go very differently.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He gave her a fond look. “Should he so much as glance at you, I would rend him limb from limb.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bridget breathed. She tried to hide how much her body liked his words, but she saw him inhale her scent.  
 
    “We are nearly to our destination,” he said. “Just at the base of the mountains.” 
 
    Bridget nodded silently. She hoped she was ready. 
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    Chapter Seven  
 
    Narik’s home turned out to be a quaint village near a stream that seemed to run the length of the valley. It was strange to see other creatures like Narik, but all she caught were glimpses. Unlike the guardian, the other creatures in the village ducked out of sight the moment they saw her. The one time one of them glanced at her, Narik let out a sound so ferocious it made her jump and stare at him in shock. 
 
    They finally stopped at a small log home on the far side of the village. Narik opened the door and gestured for her to enter. When the door was closed behind them, the only light came from the window. Bridget scanned the room without truly seeing it. All of her attention was on the silent presence behind her. 
 
    “I have something for you.” 
 
    Bridget turned to look up at Narik. He held out his hand and her eyes widened at the gold nugget sitting in his palm. It was easily half the size of her fist. She stared at it in shocked confusion. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “A courting gift.” 
 
    Bridget inhaled shakily. “If I accept it?” 
 
    “We will be mates,” Narik confirmed. 
 
    It was still a little frightening but she wanted it. She wanted him. Bridget took the offered gift and held it to her chest. She was finally ready. As her mate moved toward her, Bridget felt her heart begin to pound in her chest. 
 
    Arousal rose inside her so fast it nearly took her breath away. She took a step back. Narik paused for a moment at her retreat before he sniffed the air. She could see the second he caught her scent. His slit pupils dilated and his golden eyes seemed to catch fire. He was on her before she could make another move. 
 
    Bridget gasped as they sank to the dusty floor in a tangle of limbs. She immediately reached for him, pulling his face down to press their mouths together. Unlike the last time, Narik let her have what she wanted. She licked at the seam of his lips until he let her inside to carefully run her tongue along the razor edge of his teeth. 
 
    It should have frightened her, but the danger made her moan. She licked at his deadly fangs until his tongue captured hers. At the first touch, she jerked in surprise. His tongue was not like hers. As it slid along hers, she realized it was actually several smaller tongues winding around her own. 
 
    She was so caught up in the strangely pleasant sensation, she lost track of everything else until Narik’s long fingers were trailing up her bare thighs. Bridget pulled back from him enough to gasp for breath and look down. She was bare from the waist down, her tattered dress up around her waist as she straddled Narik’s long legs. 
 
    His other hand stroked down her throat to the neckline of her dress. Bridget hurried to unbutton her dress and shrug it off. She felt none of the shyness she had felt with her other bed partners. She wanted her mate to look at her, touch her. 
 
    Narik purred at the sight of her bare breasts. He leaned her back until her hair brushed the floor and Bridget got her first look at his tongue. Three long, thin tendrils, each only an inch wide but nearly a foot long, emerged from between his teeth to taste the valley between her breasts. Bridget arched into it.  
 
    His long, clawed fingers trailed down her chest to gently cup one of her breasts. Bridget rolled her hips and Narik’s other hand moved to caress high on her upper thigh. His tongues slid over her skin to gently seize one of her nipples and lightly tug. Bridget gasped in shocked pleasure. 
 
    She had never felt anything like it. The pleasure went straight to her core and she felt herself growing wet. Narik lovingly tormented her nipple until it was puffy and pink before moving across to her other breast. His hand slid up her thigh until he was softly stroking the apex of her thighs. She felt one of his long fingers part her wet folds before Narik groaned. 
 
    He lifted his mouth from her throbbing nipple to look down her body at where his hand touched her. Bridget gasped when he raised his wet fingers to his mouth and thoroughly licked them clean of her flavor. She felt herself pulse deep inside. Narik suddenly ducked his head and one of his tongues stroked where his hand had been. 
 
    Bridget went rigid in shock. Had he truly put his mouth on her there? Was that done? His tongue slipped between her folds to touch something that made her cry out in shocked pleasure. Narik looked up and she stared at him with wide eyes. She saw pleased amusement in his gaze before he looked down again.  
 
    When he licked her again, she could not help jerking her hips. She was not sure if she wanted to move into the pleasure or away. It was intense. Her whole body felt alive like it never had before. When she thrashed again, Narik’s hands moved up her body to settle on her shoulders. Unable to escape the overwhelming feelings, Bridget gave in. She let go of her fears and simply felt what her mate was doing to her.  
 
    His hands held her shoulders flat to the floor as his tongues writhed inside her and all she could do was arch and cry out his name. One of the tendrils slid up to capture that little nub that brought her so much pleasure and she choked on a scream. Her thighs trembled, her toes curling, as her inner muscles clenched again and again in pleasure. When the ecstasy peaked, she could not hold back a scream. 
 
    “Yes, my mate,” Narik said, sitting up to loom over her. 
 
    His hips moved between her thighs and Bridget looked down at him. A slit slowly parted at the front of his body and a bundle of tendrils slipped out to caress her wet folds. Bridget moaned as the first of the tendrils slipped into her. It stroked deep inside her, its trashing sending sparks of pleasure through her. 
 
    “Please,” she whined. 
 
    Narik’s gaze snapped up to fix on her face. “As my mate desires,” he purred. 
 
    The rest of the tendrils surged into her, filling her until she was stuffed full of his inhuman manhood. They moved inside her, all of them with a mind of their own. They stroked and prodded, finding every sensitive place that made her sob with pleasure. She felt overwhelmed with it, her hips jerking uncontrollably and she tried to contain the feelings threatening to sweep her away. 
 
    It was too intense, too good. She could barely breathe and her heart thundered in her ears, but she never wanted it to end. Narik bent down to lick over her puffy, sensitive nipples and she whined. Bridget writhed under him. His hips pressed her thighs open for him and his long fingers gently pressed her wrists over her head. He had conquered her completely.  
 
    The pleasure built in her until she felt overwhelmed tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Narik!” she gasped.  
 
    The tendrils twisted and pulsed inside her in a hard thrust and her breath caught. Ecstasy roared through her. She lost track of herself, completely consumed by the pleasure. In the midst of the storm, she felt a sharp pain in her shoulder before it was swept away with everything else and her vision went black.  
 
    She woke to the sound of her mate purring. At some point, he had switched their positions and she was sprawled across him. Bridget weakly raised her head to look at him.  
 
    “We’re mated?” she asked softly. 
 
    Narik gently swept her hair back from her face. His eyes were the softest she had ever seen them. She could definitely get used to the expression. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. His gaze moved to her shoulder.  
 
    Bridget followed his gaze to an impressive bite mark on her pale skin. She wondered if it was normal to be pleased by the sight. It was such a primal symbol of their bond. It made hunger stir in her again. She licked her lips and met her mate’s eyes. 
 
    “Good. Let’s do it again.” 
 
    Narik chucked and rolled them back over. 
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    The Monster’s Mate Series 
 
    Courted by Darkness (The Monster’s Mate #1) 
 
    In the city of Deathfall, cold weather only means one thing. Mating season.

Olivia, a grad student, knows the odds of being chosen by one of the city's monster residents. It's a large city and there are hundreds of thousands of other women just like her. Despite her fascination with the fearsome creatures, she has to put the whole idea of being chosen out of her mind and focus on actual possibilities. That is, until she is face to face with one of the city's more monstrous citizens. Suddenly, the odds don't seem to be so against her. 
 
    The Lake (The Monster’s Mate #2) 
 
    In the city of Deathfall, cold weather only means one thing. Mating season.

Madison met her monstrous friend on her first day in Deathfall. He saved her from drowning in the very lake he calls home. But what started out as innocent gratitude grew into friendship and something far more complicated. Now that it is time for him to choose a mate, Madison is determined to be the one. She wants it all and she wants it forever. 
 
    Taken by the Scorpion (The Monster’s Mate #3) 
 
    In the city of Deathfall, cold weather only means one thing. Mating season.

Lily is both fascinated and terrified by the monster that stalks the halls of her office building. The shape-shifter, known only as Mr. Black, is a silent, but constant presence, and his eyes always seem to be focused on her. Despite the opinions of her coworkers and good sense, Lily cannot help but be drawn to the enigmatic Mr. Black. Unknown to her, she has been taking part in a cat and mouse game with the dark creature. And the game is finally coming to an end. Will Lily fight her attraction or give in to the beast? 
 
    The Alley (The Monster’s Mate #4) 
 
    In the city of Deathfall, cold weather only means one thing. Mating season.

Ava is a hunter with a very specific kind of prey. Monsters. Luckily, the City of Deathfall is full of them. She plans to breeze into town, slay one of the beasts, and take its head back to her father. Unfortunately, her father left a lot out of the intel he gave her. The monsters in Deathfall are not as domesticated as she was led to believe, and some of them still have their killer instinct. Her best laid plans are about to be derailed by a hunter far more deadly than herself. The hunt is on, and the beast is hungry. 
 
    Taken by the Bat (The Monster’s Mate #5) 
 
    In the city of Deathfall, cold weather only means one thing. Mating season.

Zoey has been on the run since a fire left her and her younger brother orphans. She has spent the years since then, protecting him and moving them from place to place. Usually, they live in abandoned houses. But their most recent place is not as abandoned as she thought. They seem to have a generous benefactor. A dark presence that lurks in the shadows. Zoey knows not to expect something for nothing, but the mysterious stranger is unlike anyone she has ever met before. Maybe, he wants something more permanent than a simple transaction. 
 
    The Moth (The Monster’s Mate #6) 
 
    Riley has known what her future will hold since she was a child. In her family, the oldest daughter always mates with a monster. The tradition has made her family rich and powerful in the city of Deathfall. If Riley wants to continuing receiving support from her family, she knows what she has to do.

Unfortunately, the only monster she has ever desired is so far out of her league he does not even know she exists. In the secretive and powerful Moth community, he is King. It is common knowledge that he will never mate with a human.

But when the day comes for Riley to enter into a mating arrangement, The King is there with the Moth she is supposed to mate. Her future mate appears completely uninterested in her. The King, on the other hand, cannot take his eyes off her. 
 
    The Beast in the Subway (The Monster’s Mate #7) 
 
    Tara is expecting a nice quiet commute after a long day at work, what she receives is something far different. When her train comes to a screeching halt in a dark subway tunnel, Tara comes face to face with a living nightmare. But he is nothing like she expected. He is oddly charming and fascinated by her. And she is far too curious about him. 
The Fertile Harvest (The Monster’s Mate #8) 
 
    In the Territory of Deathfall, cold weather only means one thing. Mating season.

For the new settlers, Deathfall is proving difficult to tame. The crops will not grow, the livestock is dying, and the people are starving. If things don't change, none of them will survive the winter. That is not something Annabelle is willing to accept. She will not watch her family starve if there is anything she can do to stop it.

Against the wishes of the other families, Annabelle meets with one of the creatures who share the valley with them. He is surprisingly willing to be helpful. With one catch. She has to stay with him. Can Annabelle stay indifferent to him? Or will her fascination grow into something far more?

Cizen groaned at the sight of her bare body. His large hands grasped her knees and Annabelle spread her thighs. She let him look his fill, feeling like a wanton as she shamelessly let him gaze at her most secret place. His eyes flicked up to her face for a brief moment, before he ducked his head.
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    * Taken by the Alpha Bears 
 
    Shy Janet has avoided putting herself out there for years, but when the invitation to the annual mating hunt arrives, she has no choice but to attend. She doesn't expect to find her Alpha mates before the hunt even starts. Or rather they find her, and they are determined to have her right away. 
 
    * Taken by the Alpha Wolves 
 
    Susan and her friends came to The Hunt to find their Alpha mates. She hoped to be mated and marked at the Hunt Lodge, like her friend Janet, but she finds herself running through the dark forest instead. As the howls rise around her and two Alphas close in, will she keep running? Or let them catch her and show her what Alphas are made of? 
 
    * Taken by the Alpha Tigers 
 
    Outgoing Lauren has always secretly longed for what her parents have: a long, happy mating. When the annual Hunt comes around, she sees it as her chance to finally find her happily ever after. What she doesn't plan, is the hours of wandering through the woods in little more than an over-sized t-shirt. Will the year be a bust? Maybe not, if the Alphas she's spying on have their way. 
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