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Dedication
This book is dedicated to everyone who loves to read about true love, soulmates, and getting railed in various positions by a wide range of not-at-all-human beings.
Here there be monsters.
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Author’s Note
This series is as close to sugary sweet and feel good as I know how to write. The monsters are loving and protective, and the heroines are resilient and passionate.
 
Each couple’s story is different, but the theme of Deathfall’s Mating Season ties them all together. There are a few cameos, but each story can be read separately.
 
As a romantic series, there are very few triggers. Please see the following page for a breakdown. If I have missed any, please feel free to reach out to me on Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram. 
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Content Warnings:
Please be kind to yourself. If you think a story might bother you, feel free to skip to the next one. :) Please be aware this series is based around the idea of mating season and breeding.
 
Courted by Darkness: Brief threat of physical violence by stranger, brief prejudice by side character toward monsters
 
The Lake: Vague mention of near drowning
 
Taken by the Scorpion: Unnegotiated telepathy, brief prejudice by side character toward monsters
 
The Alley: Unnegotiated telepathy, chasing as foreplay, dangerous situations
 
Taken by the Bat: Large age gap, vague mentions of fleeing subpar foster care
 
The Moth: Brief arranged mating, age gap, vague mentions of parental coercion
 
The Beast in the Subway: brief threats of violence
 
The Fertile Harvest: Vague mention of sibling fatality, starvation, prejudice toward monsters
 
The Bonekeeper’s Mate: Mention of domestic violence, adultery, injury recovery, violent situations, firearms
 
To Tempt a Monster: Smoking and alcohol consumption, age gap
 
The Widow and the Wolf: Vague mention of war, period typical poverty, widowhood, vague mention of past workplace sexual harassment, brief workplace sexual harassment, vague mention of hunting, past infertility 
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Courted by Darkness
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Chapter One
"So, are you worried?"
Olivia looked up from her book to see her roommate watching her from the couch. The news on the TV behind her declared the beginning of the winter season. In the city of Deathfall, cold weather only meant one thing. Mating season.
"You know the odds," Olivia said.
Even with the seemingly large population of monsters in Deathfall, a woman was more likely to get hit by a bus than courted by one of the creatures.
They were very secretive and very selective. Not even the so-called experts knew precisely how they chose their mates. Though most of them agreed it had something to do with scent.
Whatever it was, it was not something she needed to worry about. Olivia started to go back to her reading when something on the TV caught her attention.
A male reporter stood in the middle of the road holding a microphone. He had paused midsentence to look behind him, and Olivia followed his gaze to the manhole cover in the street twenty feet behind him.
As she watched, the manhole cover slowly shifted to the side. The thing that crawled up out of the darkness took her breath away. Its skin was a marbled green-blue that matched the glowing sapphire of its eyes. Aside from a knee-length loincloth, its muscular body was bare and towered over the cringing reporter.
Olivia was only vaguely aware of the reporter stuttering apologies. She rose from her chair and drifted closer to the TV, unable to take her eyes off the horrifying creature. It was terrifying but strangely alluring. Olivia dropped onto the couch beside her roommate without taking her eyes off the screen.
"Hideous, isn't it?" her roommate asked.
Olivia glanced at her before returning her gaze to the TV. It was something, but hideous, was not it. It was huge, fierce, and imposing, but she could not honestly say it was repulsive.
As she stared at the screen, the creature's gaze moved from the terrified reporter to the cameraman. It looked at the camera briefly, and a shiver went down her spine.
It, or rather he, bared his teeth and stalked away in what appeared to be disgust. The reporter quickly regained his composure and continued his report on the upcoming mating season, but Olivia could not focus on his words. The single charged moment when her eyes met the creature's gaze was replaying in her mind.
"Are you okay?" her roommate asked.
"What? Oh. Yes, I'm fine."
Her roommate gave her a strange look. "You should head out. Your class starts in an hour."
Olivia glanced at the clock and quickly stood. "I'll be home a little late. I've got a study group after classes."
Her roommate nodded vaguely, already back to watching TV.
As Olivia gathered her books into her bag, she listened to the news reporter. From what she saw, he was downtown.
She did not recognize the exact alley behind him, but it was definitely along the route she took for school. The university campus was only a few blocks from that area.
The thought of running into the Monster on the news should have been terrifying, but she felt something like excitement instead. She hefted her full bag onto her shoulders and headed for the door.
"Watch out for the monsters!" her roommate joked.
Olivia tossed a faint smile over her shoulder and slipped out of the apartment.
The chilly wind on the street rustled the leaves that piled up along the sidewalk and filled the gutter. Olivia flipped up the collar of her coat and started toward the campus. Most days, it was a nice walk.
Her path passed several historic downtown buildings, relics from when structures were both functional and beautiful.
The walk was not nearly as pleasant during the cold months. It was almost time for her to start taking the bus. She usually waited for the snow to fall, but the wind was cutting. When her last class was let out, it would be dark and far colder. Olivia frowned up at the gray sky overhead.
Movement on the sidewalk in front of her made her jerk her attention back to her surroundings just in time to avoid colliding with someone. She muttered an apology without looking directly at them and hurried on past. She only got a vague impression of height before she rounded the corner, and they were behind her.
It was not until she had reached the university and she was sitting in her classroom that she stopped to think about her near collision. There was something very familiar about that height. The quiet growl that had followed her was familiar, too. Olivia shook her head at herself. Her mind was playing tricks on her.
The person she passed had just been some guy. It was nothing. Not worth another thought. Olivia turned her attention to the front of the room as the professor began her lecture. She tried to focus, but her mind kept returning to how the figure had turned to follow her progress. Watching her until she was out of sight.
It was probably nothing.
Almost two hours later, she finally left the university campus. Her bag was weighed down with her course textbooks and the three other books she had checked out from the university library. It would be a relief when her current semester was over. The night classes three days a week were killing her.
It was the walk home in the dark that bothered her, though. During the day, the downtown streets were bustling with business people on their way to work and vendors selling food and drinks. At night, it was like a completely different world. People with ragged clothes and rough manners filled the sidewalks.
Olivia had made the walk enough times to know to avoid interested gazes and keep her head down. It was usually enough to discourage attention. As she hurried down the sidewalk, holding her breath each time she passed a boisterous group, she rounded a corner and crashed into someone.
The force of it knocked her to the ground, and her books spilled out of her bag. She heard the other person cursing violently as she scrambled to pick up her things. Olivia muttered apologies and chanced a look at the other person. She gasped when he was suddenly in her face.
Olivia stumbled back as her vision filled with the man's furious scowl. He advanced on her, his angry words growing louder with each step. She could see others watching the spectacle from the corner of her eye. None of them would help her. She even heard someone yell encouragement at the man.
Olivia's chest tightened in panic. She clutched her bag close to her chest, but it was a weak shield. When her back hit the wall behind her, she gasped.
Spittle flew from the man's lips as he screamed in her face, violent and hateful words that blurred into a terrifying wall of noise. Olivia could feel her whole body shaking, and she could do nothing when he reached for her with both hands.
She squeezed her eyes closed. It took her several moments to realize nothing had happened. Beneath the sound of her heart pounding in her ears, the sound of yelling and laughing had faded to silence. No claw-like hands were ripping at her. Olivia hesitantly opened her eyes.
The man was gone. The sidewalk in front of her was empty. She glanced to her right to see several figures fleeing into the night. Suddenly, a shadow shifted somewhere off to her left.
Olivia snapped her head to the side to peer into the darkness between the street lights. A hulking shadow disconnected from the surrounding shadows and moved toward the pool of light.
Olivia's eyes widened more with each step the person took. With the first splash of light, she recognized the marbled green skin. It was the same creature she had watched on the news earlier that day.
In the hours since then, he had found a loose pair of black sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt to help him blend in, but with the hood down, she could see every detail of his otherworldly face.
That was who she had nearly collided with hours ago. The vague dark shape, with the broad shoulders. She knew she was staring rudely, but she could not look away. He was huge. Even from several feet away, he towered over her. Her head barely reached halfway up his chest.
Olivia could not prevent her eyes from roaming over his massive form. She had never seen one of the monsters in person. There were countless species, but none were interested in the public eye. If their descriptions were not a matter of public record, she doubted anyone would know anything about them. 
Were all of them so…her mind struggled to come up with a word other than 'dominant'? Imposing? Whatever the word, she could not deny the effect. A strange combination of instinctual fear and feminine excitement pooled in her belly. It made her bite her bottom lip nervously. The way the creature's gaze dropped to her mouth only increased the feeling.
"Greetings, female."
Olivia jumped at the growled words, her eyes widening in shock. "You can talk!"
He huffed in what sounded like amusement and inclined his head.
Her mind raced as she glanced around at the deserted street.
"Did you…?" she trailed off, gesturing vaguely at the lack of people around them.
His lips parted in a smile that showed a mouthful of sharp teeth.
"Oh. Um, why?"
She felt stupid for asking, but the creatures kept to themselves. She had never heard of one of them gallantly interrupting a crime. Unless they had some sort of claim on the person under attack. But that was not the case. Right?
Olivia looked up at his face to see him studying her closely. She felt her cheeks heat at the intensity of his stare.
"I'm Olivia," she murmured. "And, um, thanks. Whatever your reason, thank you," she said sincerely.
"Nox," he grunted.
She stared at him blankly. Nox?
"Olivia," he purred, gesturing toward her. "Nox," he said gruffly, thumping his chest.
Oh! Olivia nodded, inching closer. She had only taken a single step when he held his hand toward her palm up. Curiosity made her lean in when his fingers uncurled like a flower to reveal his palm. A green stone, roughly half the size of her thumb, lay in his hand. A long chain attached to it to form a necklace.
Olivia was unsure how long she stood frozen, staring at the gift and letting its meaning sink into her mind. She may not know much about the monsters, but every adult female in the city knew what a gift from one of them meant. A token of intent. A courting gift.
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Chapter Two
Olivia sat at her desk in her tiny bedroom and stared at the necklace. What on earth had she been thinking? She did not have to take a courting gift just because it was offered. Yet, she had taken it with only a second of hesitation. And with it, accepted the creature's courtship.
Her eyes slowly moved from the gift to her computer screen. There was little to no information about what she should expect. All she could find out was the general order of events.
There would be a meeting with a gift and a second meeting with an invitation she could accept or deny. After the second meeting, she would be expected to consummate the union or break the courtship.
Well, at least she was not backed into a corner.
That thought continued to fill her mind over the next several days as she went about business as usual. She went to classes and worked at her part-time job. Through it all, a tingle of awareness stayed with her. She found herself thinking about the Monster, Nox.
Often, she would catch a shadow from the corner of her eye and feel a surge of excitement until she realized it was not him. Their brief time together was enough to fuel a few pleasurable dreams. His large hands featured heavily in her nightly adventures. She could not help remembering how hot his palm felt under her fingertips when she took the necklace.
His hands were large, like the rest of him. When she closed her eyes, she could clearly remember the way his sweatpants had clung to his muscular thighs and the large bulge of his cock. In her dreams, their encounter did not stop with him giving her the necklace. Various scenarios played out in her mind.
In some, his fingers found their way between her thighs to coax her pussy to wetness before slipping several thick digits inside her. In others, she ended up pressed between him and the wall, screaming in pleasure as his hips slapped against hers and his teeth teasingly grazed her vulnerable neck.
She always woke up soaked between her legs after one of the dreams. They left her even more desperate to see him again. Unfortunately, that was not how the courtship worked. The sparse information led her to think there was some sort of timing to the meetings. One scientist mentioned something about the cycle of fertility.
Olivia lifted her phone from the desktop to check her calendar. If he truly was waiting for her peak fertility, it would have to be in the next day or two. She chewed on her bottom lip at the thought.
In a matter of days, she could be carrying Nox's monstrous offspring. It would horrify her roommate and a handful of others, but Olivia's status in the city would likely rise.
The mayor was bonded to a monster. She had given birth to three of her mate's children in the seven years she had been mayor. The first pregnancy launched her mayoral candidacy. To be chosen was a sign of character.
Olivia slipped the necklace over her head and flipped off her desk lamp. She had been sitting there too long, and she only had half an hour to get to her night class. As she left the apartment, her roommate gave her a lackluster wave and went back to watching TV, not noticing the necklace around Olivia's neck.
The necklace was not heavy, but Olivia could feel it through the layers of her clothes. Wearing it felt far different from carrying it around in her pocket. It felt like everyone she walked past on the street must know what it was, who gave it to her. The thought stoked the low burn of arousal she had felt since meeting Nox.
When she got to her class, she had to actively force herself to pay attention. The boring review of the term's syllabus made the task more difficult. With her mind distracted, the class passed quickly. She left the classroom in a flood of other students, sending her professor a faint smile as she left.
The crowd of students thinned as she left the building and began her trek across the campus. A cold wind whistled between the old brick buildings. The sound, like the howl of a beast, made her think of her Monster.
At the edge of the campus, the lampposts abruptly ended, and she was left with only the city lights. It felt strange to walk down the dark sidewalk again.
She had not passed that way at night since her meeting with Nox. The same unsavory characters were out on the street. They watched her as she passed, but no one moved to stop her.
She walked quickly with her head down, hiding from the cold wind and the interested gazes of the people around her. She went several blocks when she passed the opening to an alley.
She caught a glimpse of movement from the corner of her eye, and then she was snatched into the darkness. A large hand clamped over her mouth, cutting off her sharp scream.
"Calm yourself, female," a familiar voice said.
All the fight went out of her, and she went limp in Nox's arms.
He loomed over her, a dark shadow among the shadows. The faint light from the street reflected off his eyes. They were focused on her with laser precision. She felt something warm graze her chest, and the light glinted off her necklace dangling from his dangerous claws. A pleased, rumbling purr rose from his chest.
"You have accepted my gift."
Olivia licked her suddenly dry lips and nodded.
He gently crowded her back against the wall behind her. His body was a wall of heat pressed against her from chest to thigh.
Between the cold brick at her back and the fever heat of him pressed to her front, Olivia could barely draw breath. She shuddered as she stared up at him with wide eyes.
She hesitantly raised her hands to press to his bare chest. The simple cotton jacket he was wearing during their first meeting was absent. From the short glimpse she saw of him, his pants hung low around his hips and left his muscular upper body bare to the cold night air. He did not seem to feel the chill.
When her fingertips touched his skin, his hips shifted, and one thick thigh eased between her knees. Olivia gasped. She felt the drag of his pants against the inseam of her jeans as his hips slid closer to hers. When the heat of his thigh finally pressed where she needed it, she shuddered, and her fingers twitched against his chest.
It was burning hot even through the layers of their clothes. Her hips jerked without her permission, grinding her pussy against his thigh. Nox growled something that might have been her name, but her world had narrowed down to the rhythmic pressure against her swelling clit. A huge hand gripped her hip, encouraging her movements.
She could not have stopped even if she wanted to. She threw her head back, and only Nox's palm kept her from smacking her skull on the brick wall. At the sight of her bare throat, he seemed to lose some of his tightly held control. He ducked his head and licked a long, hot stripe up the side of her neck.
Olivia shuddered in pleasure, and something clenched deep inside her. More of her wetness leaked out to soak her panties. Nox's pleased growls vibrated through his body to where his thigh pressed against her. She gasped at the shock of pleasure and worked her hips faster.
"Yes, Olivia," he purred, teasingly running his sharp teeth along her skin. "Show me."
She wanted his hands on her. Skin on skin. Olivia felt fever hot beneath her clothes, and she could not stop the panting whines that fell from her lips with each grind of her hips. Pleasure wound tighter and tighter in her belly, the smooth rock of her hips growing erratic in her desperation.
His cock was an iron bar of heat against her hip, but he made no move to give himself any relief. All of his attention was on her. Even with her eyes squeezed closed, she could feel his gaze. When her peak finally hit, she had to bite her lip to hold back her cries.
It was intense, far more than it should have been. Better than any sex she had experienced. She shook against his muscular body, hips twitching with the pulse of her orgasm.
When it tapered off, her knees gave out, and only his arms kept her upright. Olivia returned to herself slowly, still trembling and trying to slow her racing heart.
"You accept me," Knox said.
Olivia nodded weakly.
Every bone in her body felt like it had liquefied, and she felt warm and sated. She was going through with the courtship. Now that she had tasted the benefits, she was not giving him up for anything.
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Chapter Three
Olivia gripped her necklace tightly in her hand and started down the tunnel. The walls and ceiling were low, close. It felt intimate. The air smelled damp, and somewhere out of sight, water was dripping. The world she knew fell away a little more with each step. It quickly narrowed down to the circle of light created by her cell phone's flashlight.
She lost track of how many steps she had taken. The courtship token was a comforting weight in her hand. Its significance made it feel heavier than a simple stone. The low burn of arousal, a fire that had been steadily growing over the past few days, made her stomach feel warm and fluttery.
Olivia knew most women would not have accepted. They would have stopped the courtship after the gift. Most women would not find a monster attractive either. She was not most women. There was something raw and animalistic about how the creature looked at her. She wanted every dark pleasure his eyes promised.
The tunnel finally came to a T, and she paused. She turned her flashlight in both directions. Nothing moved in the darkness beyond the light. Where was he? He said he would meet her. The seed of doubt began to grow in her stomach.
Before it had a chance to take root, a shadow emerged from the darkness. It was tall and broad, bringing out an instinctive human fear in her.
A small part of the fear remained even after she saw the familiar features. It combined with her budding arousal to make heat pool between her thighs.
"You came," the Monster growled.
Olivia nodded mutely. Now that she had accepted and he was standing only a few feet away from her, so large and imposing, her knees felt weak. She blinked up at him with wide eyes. Memories of pleasure warred with her nervousness. Nox eyed her, eyes glowing in the low light.
She had felt his size pressed against her hip the night before. It was intimidating but exciting. She had imagined dozens of times over the last few days how it would feel to be spread open by him, claimed completely.
Now that the time had come, she could not slow her racing heart. Despite her conflicted feelings, when he offered his hand, she took it without hesitation.
He led her deeper into the tunnels. She could not see anyone else in the darkness, but she could hear faint traces of female voices and growls echoing off the concrete walls.
She wondered about the other women. Were they as nervous as she was? Even with her nerves, Olivia could not help but think how hot his hand felt in hers. How strong and thick his fingers felt interlaced with hers.
The tunnel ahead gradually grew brighter until they emerged in a large underground chamber. Fire provided warmth, and a single large grate in the ceiling let in sunlight. Where were they?
The idea that they could be under the center of the city, that hundreds or thousands of people would be able to hear her cries of pleasure, made Olivia rub her thighs together.
A few steps ahead of her, Nox turned. Eyes narrowed, he inhaled deeply through his nose. His pleased growl filled the room. When he smiled, it was all sharp teeth. Olivia moved toward him.
Unlike their interlude in the alley, the Monster wasted no time stripping her. With the firm jerk to her blouse, the fabric ripped, and buttons flew in every direction. Nox tossed her destroyed shirt over his shoulder and reached for her pants.
Olivia was unsure what she should be feeling. It was equal parts fear and excitement, her heart pounding as if it would come out of her chest. Still, she moved closer rather than fleeing.
In a matter of seconds, the shredded fabric of her pants joined her shirt in the corner. She stood perfectly still in her bra and panties as the Monster circled her.
Already, she could feel the thin silk of her panties sticking to her damp pussy. Nox pressed himself along her back, and one huge clawed hand settled on her hip. Olivia gasped.
Long fingers lightly circled her neck as his other hand crept beneath the waistband of her panties. Claws trailed down teasingly until he reached where she was already soaking wet. His thick fingers slowly spread her and flicked at her swelling clit with the tip of one claw. Olivia threw her head back against his shoulder and moaned.
Her thighs trembled as he repeated the gentle flick over and over. It was a shock of pleasure that made her pussy clench each time, wetness slicking his fingers. But it was not enough to give her release. She whined for more, panting out the Monster's name.
Between one breath and the next, he ripped her panties aside, and one thick finger slipped inside her. Olivia clung to his arm. She jerked her hips frantically, but he maintained the same slow pace. It was driving her crazy. Her pussy pulsed around his finger, hungry for more.
Her world narrowed to the slide of his finger inside her and the steady flicking against her clit. Her knees wobbled and finally gave out. Nox followed her down to the ground, continuing his torment as she knelt on the ground with her thighs spread wide in offering. She grasped at any part of him she could reach, gasping out pleas.
His finger slid out of her, and she whined at the loss. Olivia forced her eyes open to see him arranging himself on his back. Their eyes met briefly before he gestured for her to approach.
Any nerves she had been feeling were burnt away by her need. She straddled his fearsome face and settled her dripping pussy directly over his mouth full of sharp teeth.
She screamed at the first long swipe of his tongue. It was so intense, his tongue so wet and hot, she was unsure if she wanted to get closer or further away.
Her hips jerked, completely out of her control, as he repeated the action again and again. His hands on her thighs were the only thing that kept her from squirming away from the ecstasy.
Her orgasm felt like it was ripped out of her. She wailed as her pussy clenched and wetness drenched the Monster's face.
The sounds he made would have been terrifying in any other circumstances. Nox growled and snarled, licking her swollen clit and nipping at her thighs. When he finally released her, Olivia limply slid to the floor.
He was up and draped over her back before she could breathe. Even if she could have strung a few words together, the first brush of his huge cock against her pussy would have stolen them away. Olivia panted, her fingers curling against the concrete floor, as the wide head of his cock began to spread her open.
She was so wet, his monstrous cock slid into her like she was made for him. Her breath hitched when he was fully seated, and he gave a single sharp thrust. Olivia's toes curled. It was so good. She could feel him throbbing inside her, hotter than her own body. Her sopping wet pussy clung to his cock, trying to pull him impossibly deeper.
He suddenly hooked his elbows under her knees and leaned her back against his chest. Olivia grabbed for any part of him she could reach as he jerked his hips up to bury himself inside her.
His sharp teeth seized her shoulder in a grip just short of painful. With his arms keeping her thighs spread open, she could do nothing but cry out for more as he thrust into her over and over.
She could feel herself dripping, their combined arousal leaving a puddle on the floor beneath them. Olivia squinted up at the grate in the ceiling and wondered if those above could hear her screaming in pleasure. Begging for the Monster, her Monster, to take her harder. It made her pussy clench just to think about it.
Nox growled in response to her tightness. One of his hands slid down her inner thigh to toy with her throbbing clit. Olivia whined, and her body tensed, shuddering through another orgasm. Her whole body shook with the force of it. She moaned Nox's name as he continued to rub at the little bundle of nerves until she was tensing again.
Eyes squeezed closed, she jerked and cried on his cock. Ecstasy made everything fuzzy and dream-like. When he finally came, the heat of his cum flooding her was enough to tip her over the edge into another orgasm. Olivia went limp in his arms, moaning weakly at his last few deep thrusts before he stilled.
"You take your mate's cock beautifully," Nox purred in her ear.
Olivia smiled weakly.
He licked over the mating bite he had left on her shoulder, and her pussy gave a half-hearted twitch. He purred her name, nuzzling the back of her neck. Olivia slowly regained control of her trembling body.
When his thick cock slid out of her, followed by a flood of monster cum, she could wrap her legs around his waist to help him carry her to the large pallet in the center of the room.
He set her down gently and collapsed beside her. Olivia gave him a tired but well-pleased smile. As he wrapped an arm around her to cuddle her against his side, she smiled to herself.
There were several weeks left of mating season. Many, many chances to try to get pregnant before she had to return to the world above. She was going to enjoy being a monster's mate.
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The Lake
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Chapter One
Madison stared at the still lake. The mirror-like surface reflected the slowly drifting clouds overhead without revealing any secrets about what lay beneath the water. But she knew there was something under the surface. She saw it on her first day in the city and every day since then.
Shifting on the park bench, Madison returned her gaze to the book in her lap. Sure enough, when her eyes left the water, something gently rubbed her bare ankle. Madison smiled to herself but kept reading. The creature was certainly not shy anymore. Not like it had been when she first found the lake.
Deathfall was a strange city. On the one hand, it was flashy and modern, with everything a person could want in a city. On the other hand, there were all the monsters that called the city home. Not to mention the annual mating season when all of the city's monsters went into rut simultaneously.
Madison glanced down at her ankle to see a thin, green tentacle stroking her skin. Despite the apparent fragility of the tentacle, she knew how strong each one was.
If not for their strength, she would have died on her first day in the city. Drowned in the lake in front of her the day she lost control of her car and ended up in the water upside-down. 
She frowned at the thought, even as she rubbed her bare toes against the playful tentacle. Madison had never seen the monster all of the tentacles belonged to, but he seemed to have a soft spot for her.
He had saved her life that spring day. As the seasons changed and it grew colder, Madison could not help but wonder if her friend would push her aside when it came time for him to choose a mate.
She pushed aside the depressing thought. Despite her fondness and budding attraction for the monster, she would never stand in the way of him finding someone. But it would be very lonely without his silent company.
She had been in Deathfall for almost nine months but had not made more than a few passing acquaintances. The other members of the faculty at the University where she taught and an elderly neighbor she traded greetings with in the morning. Other than that, she doubted anyone even knew her first name.
Madison knew some people would think it was strange, but the monster in the lake was her best and only friend. He always listened to her, reaching out of the water to wrap a tentacle around her wrist or ankle when she was upset.
She was unsure where she would go when he left the water to find a mate. She saw the marks in the soft mud on the lake's edge. Her monstrous friend could definitely leave the water if he chose.
Madison shook her head at herself. "Would you like me to read to you?"
The tentacle on her ankle paused in its petting to gently squeeze in answer.
Madison smiled and began reading.
She read until the sun was low in the sky, and the winter chill began seeping into her clothing layers. Her toes would have been frozen hours before if not for the warm tentacles that cocooned each foot. Madison finished the chapter she was on and closed the book.
“I think that’s all for today,” she murmured.
She glanced down to see two more tentacles scooting her shoes across the ground toward her. The monster was more thoughtful than any of the humans she knew. Madison smiled down at them as she slid her feet into her shoes and stood.
It was difficult leaving the soothing presence of the monster. Even though they had never spoken, his presence felt warm and safe. Madison picked up her book and purse from the bench and gave the water another longing glance. There was no point dwelling on it. Far too soon, she would be alone again.
Madison turned away and headed up the dirt path toward the road. Her small, four-door car waited for her where she had left it. It was the only car in the parking lot so late in the season.
During the summer, the lake was bustling with activities, but when it grew colder, the citizens stayed indoors. Especially the women who were against being chosen for mating season.
Madison unlocked the door and sat in her car for a few minutes, thinking in the quiet interior, before she turned it on and drove toward home. When she pulled into the driveway, the other half of the duplex was already lit up cheerily.
Her half lay quiet and dark. Lonely. She tried not to think of it as she gathered her purse and school things from the backseat and carried them to the door.
Madison flipped on the radio as soon as she had locked the front door behind her. The noise made her apartment feel less empty. She hummed along to a few songs, unpacking a stack of homework on the kitchen table and throwing together a simple meal. She read over the paperwork as she ate, occasionally pausing to check something wrong.
She fell into the familiar pattern of grading papers. Madison was so focused on her work she did not realize the music on the radio had given way to the nightly news bulletins. When she heard the word "mating", she paused and slowly raised her head to listen.
"Mating season officially begins at midnight tonight and continues for the next eight to twelve weeks. As always, we ask men to avoid antagonizing those seeking mates. Attached women need only politely refuse any interested parties. Further information can be found on the City of Deathfall website."
The announcement ended, and the music began to play again, but Madison was not listening. She was still caught up on the announcement. She thought she had more time with her friend, maybe time to convince him that she could make a good mate. All of that was over now. Would she even be able to see him tomorrow to say goodbye?
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Chapter Two
Madison tossed and turned for hours before she finally rolled out of bed. She did not bother changing out of her pajamas or worrying about her hair. She hurried out into the living room, shrugging on her heavy winter coat and stepping into a pair of boots. Briefly, she paused with her hand in her coat pocket, car keys grasped firmly in her hand.
Was she being crazy? Her gaze moved to the front window and the partially opened blinds. Outside, it was still dark. It was too early in the morning for anyone reasonable to be out. She did not feel very reasonable.
Madison quietly left her apartment. It was cold and dark in the early hours of the morning. The mating season had officially started only three hours earlier. She only saw a few other cars as she drove across the city. Several times, from the darkness of alleys and the shadows under trees, she saw inhuman eyes glowing in the night.
When she finally reached the lake, Madison threw her car in park and leaped out with the engine still running. She hurried toward the lake.
Without the aid of streetlights, she had to use her phone as a flashlight. The dirt path was more treacherous at night, but everything in her screamed urgency. She did not look up until she reached the bottom of the hill.
The lake was an expanse of blackness as far as the eye could see. The night erased the far shore, giving the impression that the lake went on forever. Madison continued forward until her feet were only inches from the water. Nothing moved. There were no ripples in the water's surface, no friendly tentacles to greet her.
Her heart stuttered in her chest. Was she too late? Had he already gone? She stumbled back a few steps and sank to the ground. Even knowing it was hopeless, she did not look away from the empty lake.
She pulled her knees up to her chest and stared at the water. Eventually, her coat was no match for the bite of winter, and she shivered. Suddenly, the cold faded to be replaced by a wall of heat at her back.
Madison frowned in confusion. She slowly turned her head to look behind her. She had to bite back a surprised scream.
She had greatly underestimated the size of her friend. He was a mass of tentacles half the size of a city bus. The largest tentacles looked capable of crushing a car, and the smallest was no wider than a couple of her fingers. The larger tentacles held the central hub of his body while the others gently waved in her direction.
Madison swallowed hard. Being the focus of so much attention was doing strange things to her. She tried to focus on her reason for being at the lake, but each time she found the words, a tentacle would carefully touch her hand or wrap around her ankle, and the thought evaporated. It was almost like he was distracting her on purpose.
Suddenly, a small, shiny object emerged from the mass of tentacles. Madison’s eyes widened. It was a wide wrist cuff made of what appeared to be bronze. It was just the kind of thing a monster would give as a courting gift. But it could not be for her, surely.
She turned to fully face the creature, but doubt made her hesitant. The tentacle holding the bracelet stopped just a few inches from her. Madison looked from the beautiful gift to the huge mass of tentacles. Her friend waited patiently, one of his tentacles gently stroking her hand and tangling with her fingers.  
Madison slowly reached out with her free hand. Until her fingers touched the metal, she almost believed she was dreaming. It felt impossible that her feelings were returned by such an otherworldly being. The tentacle carefully placed the bracelet in her palm, lightly brushing her wrist. Madison shivered.
Her eyes moved over the mass of tentacles, and she had to tear her gaze away. She focused on the gift in her hand. A courting gift. Madison did not realize she was smiling until a small tentacle gently stroked her bottom lip. The teasing touch sent a shock of awareness through her, and she licked her lips.
Madison slipped the bracelet on her wrist without looking away from her friend. Of course, she would accept. That was never a question.
The metal was warm from the heat of the tentacles, and the weight of it felt like a claiming. It made her wonder about other types of claiming. The tentacle near her mouth paused when she reached up to grasp it.
“I accept,” Madison murmured. She brought the tentacle to her lips and softly kissed the warm flesh.
Another tentacle rose to gently brush her cheek. A warm presence was suddenly in her mind. It lit up all the dark corners, filling her head with light and warmth. Madison gasped in awe.
It was a message made of feelings rather than words. Her friend was happy. His joy was like a sunrise of happiness, pleasure, and fondness. All of it directed toward her. It was overwhelming enough to bring tears to her eyes.
Madison nodded and reached toward the mass of tentacles. She wanted to be as physically surrounded as her mind felt cradled in his embrace. She would have thrown herself toward him if several tentacles had not gently pressed her back. It was enough to snap her out of the flood of feelings.
Oh. The waiting period. She vaguely remembered hearing about it in passing. The time between when the gift was given and the actual claiming. Despite her enthusiastic acceptance, the time was not right.
Madison tried to smother her disappointment but could not hide from her friend. He gently grasped her hands in his tentacles, stroking her fingers and hovering over her as if he could alleviate her need by being physically closer. The sweetness of the gesture made her smile.
“Alright,” she whispered. “When you’re ready, I accept.”
The warmth in her mind became something hotter and more urgent. It was enough to make her eyelashes flutter and heat pool between her thighs. It seemed they were in agreement. The claiming could not come soon enough for either of them.
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Chapter Three
Three days. She went to work for three days and returned to her empty apartment. Madison went to the lake daily, only to sit alone on the shore. The fourth day was Saturday, so she could spend the day at the lake. Even if she was alone there, she still felt closer to him.
Madison dressed for a day in the cool air. She layered in a way she had never had to before. She had always had the warmth of his tentacles to warm her when she became chilled. As she pulled her hair back into a long braid, her eyes caught on the glint of her bracelet. It was a promise that her days of being cold would soon be passed.
Madison smiled to herself and retrieved her heavy coat from the closet by the door. She slipped it on and stepped out into the winter morning. There was a chill in the air, enough to steal her breath when the frigid wind blew around her. Briefly, she considered going back inside. She quickly dismissed the thought.
The sun was rising over the rooftops as she drove through the neighborhood towards the main road. The cold temperature was keeping the less determined citizens indoors. She only passed a few cars on her way toward the lake.
Madison turned onto the road that passed the park’s small indoor pool facility. She had never used it, but it was usually busy during the summer. The parking spots in front of the building were all empty as she passed.
Madison turned her gaze back to the road just in time for her car to come to a sudden stop. Before she could do more than frown in confusion, her door popped open. Madison tensed. A moment later, a familiar tentacle slipped around the edge of the door and lightly settled in her lap.
Madison smiled and stroked the warm, smooth flesh. She felt a sudden burst of pleasure in her mind. Her friend's happiness in seeing her combined with his pleasure of feeling her hands on him. Madison's breath caught. She hoped his actions meant what she thought they did. Was the waiting over?
The tentacle slipped from her grasp to unfasten her seatbelt. Two more grasped her hands and urged her from her seat. When she cleared the car, a large mass of tentacles rose from the trees at the road's edge. A large tentacle released the back axle of her car and joined the rest.
Madison started to walk toward her friend, but the tentacles stopped her. For one devastating moment, she thought she would be sent away again. Instead, the mass of tentacles moved toward the road. Madison clung to the tentacles in her hands and followed her friend across the road to the small building.
One large tentacle gripped the door handle, and it came free with a loud crunch. He tossed the metal door to the side as if it weighed nothing. The huge mass of tentacles condensed until he could slip through the doorway.
He vanished into the darkness inside. Madison paused, peering into the shadows. With a gentle tug, he urged her through the doorway behind him.
The air was warm against her face and heavy with the scent of chlorinated water. Madison squinted into the darkness. She let her friend lead her forward even though she could not see anything ahead of her.
The door fell closed behind her, plunging her into complete darkness. Her heart leaped at the loud noise, and the tentacles in her hands squeezed reassuringly. She took another step forward and then another, only stopping when the tentacles stopped pulling. She heard a quiet click from off to her left.
A line of small lights switched on, illuminating the bottom of the pool a few feet in front of her. Her friend slowly released her hands as his huge body slid gracefully into the water. She stared, unable to look away, as he spread out to his full size. He was wider than the pool.
Madison unbuttoned her coat as she watched the flowing movements of his tentacles. There was something so sensual about it. She imagined they would move as gracefully over her skin as they did in the water. She shrugged off her coat and tugged her shirt over her head.
A tentacle rose from the water to beckon her closer. Madison moved forward until the toes of her boots hung over the edge of the pool. More tentacles rose from the water, all of them pointed toward her. She had his complete attention.
She expected to feel uncomfortable, shy like she felt around everyone else. The feeling did not come. Her hands were completely steady when she unhooked her bra and dropped it to the floor beside her. She pushed her jeans and panties down over her hips. 
He seemed content to let her set the pace, but after a year of closeness and yearning, she wanted everything immediately. She shed the rest of her clothing and stepped forward until she was balanced on the pool's edge. Tentacles moved toward her, ready to catch her if she fell. She smiled and leaned forward.
Dozens of tentacles rose to catch her. Their warm, smooth flesh caressed her arms and legs. Madison relaxed completely in their hold, trusting him to take care of her. Just as he had from when they met.
She moaned softly at the first brush of a tentacle along her ribs. She could feel him in her mind. His attraction to her was hot and bright, like a flame. The tentacle grazed the underside of her right breast before gently cupping the soft mound. Madison arched into the attention. 
She felt her own arousal reflected back at her through the presence in her mind. Tentacles caressed her inner thighs, and she let her legs fall open with a soft sigh. His presence was everywhere at once. The warmth in her mind blurred with the heat of his tentacles moving over her skin.
When the tip of his tentacle circled one of her hard nipples, she gasped, and her toes curled. He lowered her until she was partially submerged. The cool water contrasted with the heat of his embrace, bringing goosebumps to her skin. Madison grasped one of his tentacles to bring it to her face.
She rubbed her cheek against the warm, smooth flesh. When he teasingly massaged her peaked nipples, she gave into the urge to kiss him. Madison gasped and rubbed her lips over his skin. Every graze against her sensitive nipples made her arch and whine for more.
She ached for him, deep inside, where she needed to be filled. Tentacles circled her thighs as the tips of his tentacles moved closer to where she wanted them. When he finally touched her, she was so wet one of his tentacles slipped inside her.
Madison cried out, her hips jerking to urge him deeper. He did not deny her. The thick tentacle slid out an inch before thrusting in deeper. Madison panted against the tentacle pressed to her lips. More tentacles swarmed over her.
They twisted around her arms and legs, gently binding her and holding her thighs apart. A tentacle circled her swollen clit as more carefully tugged at her nipples. Places she had never thought of as erotic became charged when he touched them.
Tickles to the backs of her knees made her clench around the thick tentacle moving heavily inside her. A tentacle loosely draped around her throat made her shiver in pleasure. No part of her body was left untouched, unloved. The heat in her mind pushed her pleasure higher as she jerked in his grasp.
When another tentacle slid in beside the first, stretching her beyond what she thought she could take, there was nothing but pleasure and fullness. The tentacle caressing her lips slipped between them to tease her tongue. She sucked on it to have a focus, a still point to keep from flying apart.
Her mind spun with the varying sensations. The slow, heavy thrusts inside her, the electric shocks of pleasure from her nipples and clit. When a smaller tentacle eased its way into her virgin back passage, she could only moan for more. She felt him everywhere, inside and around her, as if they had become one creature.
When the pleasure finally peaked, it shocked a scream from her. Her whole body tensed, clenching and vibrating as the ecstasy continued. Madison thrashed and jerked her hips, crying out over and over as another wave rolled over her. There was a sharp pinch on her inner thigh that was quickly soothed away by a sucking pull on her nipples.
In the back of her overwhelmed mind, she knew it was the claiming mark. The knowledge only pushed the ecstasy higher. Liquid heat spilled inside her, tingling and making her inner muscles spasm. The pleasure was an unending onslaught. She screamed until she was too overwhelmed to do more than whimper.
The tentacles slowly came to a stop, easing out of her used body. They gently stroked her shaking limbs as she relearned how to breathe. The frantic pace of her heart slowed, and she lazily arched into the gentle petting. It was different from before, the touches meant to sooth rather than enflame.
Her head felt fuzzy, her body warm and loose-limbed. Without his embrace, she would sink beneath the surface of the pool. It seemed he was destined to be the shield between her and the instinctual fear of water. She smiled and softly kissed the tentacle stroking her face.
The mark on her inner thigh throbbed faintly, but she was too weak to raise her head to look. The warmth of his seed inside her made her want to rub her thighs together. She settled for sighing softly and squirming in his loose grip. Tentacles twined around her fingers, a physical sign of the fondness she could feel in her mind.
Eventually, Madison raised her head enough to look down at her body. Inky black liquid covered her lower belly and thighs. The same that had rushed to fill her inside. Even now, she could be carrying her monstrous lover’s offspring. She smiled at the thought.
The loneliness that had nagged at her was replaced by the warmth in her mind and the tentacles surrounding her body. Perhaps, crashing into the lake was the best thing that had ever happened to her. Madison let her lover soothe her into sleep with soft touches, content in the knowledge that she would not wake alone.
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Taken by the Scorpion
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Chapter One
Lily straightened her spine enough to peer over her computer screen. The creature was back again. And he was wearing his humanoid form. It was difficult not to stare.
She quickly dropped her gaze when glowing, yellow eyes swung in her direction. Lily stared at the computer screen hard, pretending to be hard at work.
His gaze moved around the room for several seconds before he turned away and vanished into her boss’ office. She did not look up until the door closed between them.
Lily sighed and slumped in her chair. The law office was the only one in the city that employed a monster. Officially, he was a consultant. Unofficially, the creature basically ran the office. There was not a single decision made without his insight and approval.
Lily had no idea what his actual name was, but the other people in the office called him Mr. Black. More often than not, he wore his vaguely humanoid form. On the days he abandoned any attempt at humanity, he took his true form. A giant scorpion.
He was all shiny shell, wicked pincers, and a deadly stinger the length of her forearm. It was the stuff of nightmares. Lily shivered, but it was only partially in fear. While the monster was frightening, he was also strangely compelling.
She never heard him speak in either of his forms, but he always seemed to know when someone was whispering about him. His glowing eyes would land on them from across the room and pin them in place like an insect under a microscope. She had no interest in ever attracting that deadly stare.
Still, she could not keep her eyes from seeking him out when he was in the office.
“Hey,” a voice whispered from behind her.
Lily glanced over her shoulder to see one of the female interns eyeing her.
“Are you leaving?”
Lily stared at her blankly. Leaving? “What?”
The young woman’s eyes moved toward the office door before meeting hers again. “Most of us are going home.”
Lily frowned. It was the middle of the work day.
“Why would I leave now?”
“Because that thing is here!” the woman whispered frantically. “Even though mating season started two weeks ago!”
Did it? Lily wracked her mind, but she had been too busy to watch much TV, and the radio in her car was broken. If it had been mentioned, she had not heard it.
“Are you sure?”
The intern stared at her like she was an idiot. “I’m going to go. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave too.”
Lily watched her hurry away. Within ten minutes, every woman in the office had snuck past her desk and slipped out the front doors. Lily opened a new tab on her internet browser and ran a search for the date mating season began that year. Sure enough, a date two weeks before stared back at her.
She slowly raised her head to look at the closed door in front of her. So, Mr. Black was in rut. Why would he come into the office? In was generally believed that the monsters stayed away from humans, especially men, during their rut. It made them aggressive.
Yet, Mr. Black had appeared the same as usual. Maybe, the computer was wrong. Before she could do another search, the office door swung open. Her boss, one of the partners at the firm, emerged from the office. Mr. Black looked like a shadow behind him. A very large shadow.
He stood a full head taller than the 6’2” lawyer and had to duck to clear the doorway. Her boss paused and looked directly at her. Lily immediately tried to look busy. She moved a few pens on her desk and slid a few papers to the side. All the while, she could feel two pairs of eyes watching her.
She glanced up. Sure enough, her boss and Mr. Black were still staring. Her boss smiled faintly. Lily’s eyes widened. She had never seen the stern lawyer smile.
“Shouldn’t you be at lunch, Ms. Grove?” he asked lightly.
Lily blinked in surprise. She looked down at the clock on her computer screen; sure enough, it was past the time she usually took a lunch break. Where had the morning gone? Lily looked back at her boss and shrugged.
“I guess I lost track of time,” she murmured.
“Shows that you’re working hard,” her boss said jokingly.
It was strange. Her boss was never rude to her, but he was not usually so friendly. Lily forced a smile and stood from her desk. The two continued to watch her while she collected her coat from the back of her chair and her purse from the desk drawer. She headed for the door.
“Enjoy your lunch,” her boss called.
Very strange.
Lily let the door fall closed behind her and walked down the hallway to the elevators. She pushed the call button. Before her hand dropped back to her side, the office door opened behind her. Lily glanced over her shoulder and gasped.
Mr. Black stepped into the hallway in all his monstrous glory. In his human form, his two middle pairs of legs vanished. The back pair became long, muscular legs. His front pair formed into intimidating arms capable of snapping a human spine with little effort.
Lily swallowed hard and looked away. She fixed her eyes on the numbers above the elevator and mentally urged it to hurry. The last thing she needed was to be trapped in the hallway with Mr. Black. His silence made her uneasy. His size did not help matters. Her head only rose to his chest.
The towering form stopped beside her, and she could not help looking at him from the corner of her eye. He was looking at her. Lily’s heart started to pound in her chest. What had she done to gain his attention? The elevator dinged.
Lily threw herself forward into the empty elevator car. Mr. Black made her feel things she did not want to feel. Small, awkward, and, worst of all, a confusing mixture of unease and feminine curiosity. There was something very dominant about him. Purely male.
Some part of her wanted to explore all of the feelings he raised in her. Lily hurried to push the button for the underground garage, equally relieved and disappointed that he had not followed her onto the elevator. She glanced at his inhuman face as the doors began to roll shut. His eyes burned into hers.
His arms slammed into the closing elevator doors, forcing them open, as he lunged forward. He entered the elevator and seemed to immediately fill up every bit of available space. Lily squeezed herself into the corner by the door panel. She stared at Mr. Black with wide eyes, waiting to see what he would do.
He calmly turned to face her. His yellow eyes moved over her face, taking in her likely startled expression before he looked at the panel of buttons beside her. It took him a single step to cross the space between them. He reached out with one hand and pressed the button for the ground-floor lobby. His eyes settled on her again.
He was so close she could feel the chill rising from his body. A faint musky smell filled her nose, and she blushed at the immediate flood of arousal. He smelled good. Really good. When she realized her body was responding to him, he leaned in a fraction of an inch.
“You need not fear me, Little One. I mean you no harm.”
Lily’s mouth fell open in shock. He could speak. Not only could he speak, his voice was like sin incarnate. Deep and rough and…had he called her ‘Little One’? Before she could scrape together an appropriate response, the elevator doors slid open, and he was gone.
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Chapter Two
It was definitely a term of endearment, she decided. It had taken two glasses of wine and some online research before she came to terms with the facts. Monsters did not casually speak to humans. They did not casually use sweet names toward random women during mating season. It meant something.
Her mind shied away from naming exactly what it meant. It was sweet, though. Whenever she thought about the fond way he called her ‘Little One’, she felt warmth in her belly. It was suspiciously close to butterflies. Lily shook her head at herself. She was probably wrong.
There was no way Mr. Black could know her well enough to be fond of her. Right? She rolled the question over in her mind as she sipped her wine. There had been that one time. She had been muttering to herself at work, trying to puzzle out a problem, only to turn and see him watching her from across the office.
And another time, she had been trying to retrieve a box from the file room. After giving up and going to find a wheeled dolly, she returned to the office to see the box she needed on her desk. She had asked around, but no one had ever claimed credit.
Or the time she had worked through lunch and come back from the restroom to find a sandwich on her desk. No one had claimed credit for that either. She suddenly felt there was a whole side to their relationship she had never noticed.
The nice little things done for her over the three years she had worked at the law firm took on a new meaning. The longer she thought about it, the more things she could remember. Had he been subtly courting her for three years? Surely not.
Lily set her wine down with a shaky hand. That kind of dedication was—the only word her mind could find was ‘flattering’—very flattering. Her boss’ behavior made more sense in the new context. Being chosen as a mate was seen as a sign of good character. She would not be surprised if he tried to give her a promotion.
She wished there was more information about the mating process. She only knew what was taught in junior high health class. There was the meeting, the gift, and the claiming. The other side of the coin was the expression of interest, the acceptance of the gift, and consent to be claimed. It sounded straight forward.
But now that she was in the situation, it did not feel straightforward. How did she express interest? Did she even want to? The gift part was even more confusing.
If he had truly been responsible for all of the little things that had happened in the office over the past three years, had she already gotten the gift?
Was it the sandwich or the flower she had found on her desk? Maybe the coffee that always appeared on mornings when she was extra tired? Two mating seasons had passed while she worked in the office, but he had never spoken directly to her until a few hours ago. Did that make today the official meeting?
Her head hurt from trying to puzzle it all out. Lily reached for her glass and downed the last of her wine in two gulps. If she figured it out, she would put something online for the next confused woman to find. She needed answers.
Lily glanced at the clock. It was a little after six. Late, but not too late to swing by the library. As an alumnus, she was always welcome at the university library. Lily grabbed her coat and purse and left the apartment.
It was easy to catch a cab at the curb outside her building on a Friday night. The cab driver gave her a strange look when she said she wanted to go to the library, but he nodded and took her there.  When he dropped her off at the front door, the parking lot was surprisingly full.
Lily hurried inside and headed for the front desk. She was halfway across the room before something odd caught her eye. She slowed to a stop. A pretty blonde woman was sitting at one of the tables. She appeared to be having an intense conversation with the slightly older brunette woman across the table. They kept their voices low, but they appeared excited. 
But that was not what attracted Lily’s attention. The very obvious mating bite on the blonde woman’s neck had her rooted in place. She looked back and forth between the two women with wide eyes. Were they both mated to monsters?
Lily glanced around. No one else seemed to pay the two women any attention. Lily weighed her options. She could look for a book as she had intended and probably not get the answers she needed, or she could try her hand at conversation. She only deliberated for a second.
“Hi,” she blurted the second she reached the table. “I’m Lily.”
The two women stared up at her in shock.
“Um, hello,” the brunette finally said. “I’m Madison.”
The blonde looked at the brunette, Madison, and seemed to mentally shrug. She looked up at Lily. “I’m Olivia. Do you want to sit?”
Lily let out the breath she had been holding and relaxed her tense smile into something more natural. “Yes, thank you.”
Lily waited until she was sitting to turn her eyes to Olivia. Her eyes flickered down to the mating bite before meeting the woman’s bright blue gaze.
“I have questions,” Lily said.
Olivia raised her hand to touch the bite. “About what?” she asked carefully.
“That,” Lily answered, giving the bite a pointed look.
“Listen,” Madison said, frowning at her, “I’m unsure what you’re trying to do, but—”
“No, no!” Lily cut her off. “It’s not like that. I’m not like that. There’s this monster at work, and he’s…” she trailed off. “I think he might, you know.”
The annoyance immediately faded from Madison’s expression to be replaced by understanding. “Oh.”
“Oh,” Olivia echoed.
Lily looked back and forth between them. “Yeah. And there’s no information online at all.”
“I noticed that,” Olivia said.
“Okay,” Madison said, sitting up straighter. She appeared to go into lecture mode. “What do you want to know?”
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Chapter Three
She had talked with the two women for almost three hours until the library closed. It turned out they had only been mated for a week, both of them claimed during the current mating season, but their information was invaluable. Their stories were different, but the common elements gave Lily some idea of what to expect.
The waiting period between when she accepted the gift could vary in length. That was something she had not found written anywhere. She also had not known exactly what the expression of interest meant. Olivia’s mate said her scent when they met was an expression of interest. All three women had blushed at the thought.
According to Madison, it was impossible to mistake the courting gift. Her mate told her the gift was always given in person. It had to pass from the monster’s hand to the chosen mate. So, all of the little gifts over the years did not count as courting gifts. At least, they were not the official courting gift.
When Lily mentioned the small kindnesses over the years, the other two women appeared baffled. They had never heard of anything like it. Olivia promised to ask her mate and report back as soon as possible. All three of them exchanged phone numbers before going their separate ways.
The next morning, Lily was jittery with excitement. She forced herself to calm down as she walked through the lobby doors. Just because Mr. Black had spoken to her did not mean anything else would happen. He had held out for two seasons already.
Lily crossed the lobby and pressed the button for the elevator. She fidgeted with her purse strap as she waited. She was early enough that no one else was waiting with her. She knew it made her look overeager, but once she got used to the idea of being courted, she wanted the mating to take place immediately.  
The doors slowly rolled open, and she looked up. She only got a glimpse of black before a large hand seized her wrist and pulled her into the elevator. The scream died in her throat when she recognized the chest filling her vision. She tipped her head back to meet Mr. Black’s glowing gaze.
“Oh,” she said lamely.
“Good morning, Little One,” he said. “I have something for you.”
Lily’s eyes widened. “You do?”
Three years and he suddenly chose to act on his feelings? Despite her confusion, her body appeared to be on board with whatever he had planned. Her stomach fluttered with pure feminine excitement. When she spoke again, her voice was breathier than she intended.
“A courting gift?”
He nodded.
Lily looked down at the object in his hand and blinked in surprise. Coffee?
“It’s coffee,” she said blankly.
“It is.”
She tried to understand. He spent three years courting her, and when he got the chance, he gave her coffee? It was early, and she was dying for her morning coffee, so obviously, she would accept, but… Her thoughts stuttered to a stop. He was giving her a gift she was sure to accept.
Lily stared up at him with wide eyes. He was taking no chances. Anything else she could possibly find fault with but coffee? Never. Lily smiled. It was actually rather sweet.
“Thank you,” she murmured.
She took the offered cup, letting their fingers brush, and took a sip. It was perfect. Exactly as she always made it. Lily raised her eyes to his and smiled.
“I accept.”
A low rumble resonated in his chest.
She was unsure what she had expected, but being carried out of the elevator and into the office was not it. He paused long enough to carefully set her coffee on the edge of her desk before he carried her into her boss’ office. The door slammed shut behind them and locked with a loud click.
Mr. Black took a brief moment to set her down near a chair before he headed for the desk. Lily watched with wide eyes as he swept everything off the top of her boss’ desk, sending it crashing to the floor. He spun to face her, and she could not help taking a step back at the intensity of his stare.
“Do you accept my claim on you?” he demanded. The deep base rumble sent a shiver through her.
Lily was unsure if it was fear or anticipation. She could feel warmth pooling low in her belly, her body winding tight from the promise in his eyes. Lily nodded. She forced herself to stand still as he started toward her.
He crossed the room in three long strides, eating up the space between them faster than she anticipated. Despite everything she knew, his patience and dedication in courting her, she still tensed when he reached for her. A moment later, she mentally shook her head at her own foolishness.
His form was fierce, but when his large hands settled on her hips, they were gentle. He touched her soft waist as if he feared she would break with the slightest pressure. Lily’s breath shuddered out of her lungs, taking the last of her tension with it. She leaned into him.
His hands were cool even through her dress, his hard exoskeleton quietly rasping against the fabric. There was no give to his chest when she leaned against him. Every bit of him was rock hard, glinting in the light that spilled through the open blinds. She wanted to run her fingers over his skin, find out if it was as smooth as it looked.
Would the shiny surface fog when she panted against it? Would it warm as her own fever-hot flesh pressed to his? His fingers suddenly flexed, and he pulled her closer, almost as if he heard her thoughts. Lily licked her lips and looked up at him.
His face was minimalistic. Two glowing eyes, a small rise where a nose would be on a human, and the sharp slit of his mouth. The other women in the office may not find it attractive, but she did. His face was the same as the rest of him, elegantly efficient. And vaguely predatory.
As they stared at each other, Mr. Black slowly sank to his knees in front of her. His new position did strange things to her. Images rose in her mind, one after another. Him cradling her breasts as he nuzzled her nipples, his large hands spreading her thighs to reach the growing wetness between.
Lily had to squeeze her legs together to hide the effect of her thoughts. The sound that rumbled up from his chest jerked her out of her fantasizing. She had a brief moment to question the meaning behind the deep purr before his hands were under the edge of her dress, pushing it up and over her head.
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Chapter Four
She wondered what he saw when he looked at her. She was pale from gray winter skies and not as lean as she had been in college. Her early thirties had settled in with a softness around her hips and belly that had not been there in her early twenties. Lily fidgeted in place.
“Beautiful.”
She froze at the deep rumble of his voice. From how his eyes devoured her, taking in every inch of bare skin, she was forced to believe him. He reached for her. Long fingers wrapped around the backs of her thighs and gently tugged. Lily drifted forward until she could feel his breath on her skin. 
Mr. Black bent his head to nuzzle just above the waistband of her panties, and heat flared between her legs. She bit her bottom lip to hold back a sigh of pleasure. The smooth exoskeleton of his jaw rubbed over the satin fabric as he tipped his head back to look up at her. His cool breath sank through her panties to caress her damp folds.
Lily shivered, her body clenching deep inside. A demand for more. Mr. Black sat up straight, and his hands rose to hover over her hips. His gaze left hers to wander over her again as if he could not decide what to touch first. Had he been picturing this moment for three years?
When he moved, it was quick and decisive. With a sharp jerk, he ripped the band of her bra to spill her breasts into his hands. The pleased rumble came again as he pressed his cheek to first one breast and then the other. The coolness of his skin made her nipples tingle and harden.
Suddenly, the slit of his mouth opened, and he sucked her nipple deep inside the moist cavern. She arched with a sharp cry. The insistent tug went directly between her thighs, sending sparks of heat to her throbbing clit and making her ache. Her arms, hanging uselessly at her sides, rose to cradle his head.
“More!” she gasped.
In the depths of his mouth, she felt his cool tongue rasp over the swollen bud of her nipple. It was a pleasure bordering on pain. Her knees threatened to give out on her when he switched to her other nipple to give it the same treatment. She barely recognized the sounds spilling from her lips.
The thought of others overhearing them flew out of her mind in the face of his single-minded focus. She was only vaguely aware of him drawing her panties down her thighs to toss them aside. Her world narrowed to the sweet torment of her sensitive nipples. Goosebumps covered her skin as her body flushed.
Could she come from this? Before that moment, it would never have occurred to her. But with Mr. Black licking and sucking on her nipples, his hands wandering over her bare skin, the pleasure was rising quickly. She wanted it.
“Yes,” she moaned.
Lily clutched at him tight enough that she knew she would have hurt a human man, but it only seemed to encourage him. The pleasure built until it finally exploded. Bright lights flashed behind her tightly closed eyelids, and her whole body shook from her orgasm. She had never felt anything like it.
Before she could gather her wits, his mouth moved down her soft belly. Mr. Black left a trail of kisses down to her soaked pussy. His long fingers spread her folds, and a gust of his cool breath caressed her throbbing clit. Lily moaned as her pussy clenched and more wetness spilled onto her thighs.
He leaned in, and she heard him inhale. His whole body shivered. With a pleased growl, he leaned in and lapped at her slick folds. His cool tongue dipped inside her, and she cried out for more. Mr. Black groaned at her sound of pleasure and flicked his tongue against her clit.
Lily arched with a wordless scream. His hands griped her thighs, hands so large his fingers could touch, and only his firm grip kept her from jerking her hips for more. Her hands scrambled for something to hold onto as he attacked her clit like her pleasure was a prize he was determined to win.  
Mr. Black alternated between tormenting her clit and plunging his long tongue inside her. Lily’s cheeks flushed at the wet sounds of him pleasuring her. It would have been embarrassing if it did not feel so overwhelmingly good. She had never been so wet.
She forced her eyes open to glance down. What she could see of the lower half of his face was shiny with her juices. Still, he licked and sucked, growling like she was the best thing he had ever tasted. His glowing eyes rose to fasten on her for a split second before he drew her throbbing clit into his mouth and sucked hard.
Lily shattered. She dug her nails into his shoulders and wailed, her whole body jerking in his unbreakable grip. His tongue plunged in and out of her clenching pussy until her legs finally gave out. Mr. Black caught her around the waist. He rose to his feet in one graceful movement and carried her toward the large desk that dominated the room.
The desk was soothingly cool against her heaving breasts, and she happily pressed her cheek to the highly-polished wood. Her legs hung over the edge, toes just barely skimming the floor. It should have made her feel vulnerable, but she felt the opposite.
Mr. Black had spent three years courting her, waiting for just the right moment to claim her, and when he finally got the chance to mate her, it felt more like she was claiming him. He seemed more concerned with her pleasure than completing the mating. She got the feeling he would happily spend the whole day tasting her.
Her thoughts splintered at the first swipe of his tongue against the base of her spine. He kissed his way down over the lush curve of her ass, growling softly. Lily gasped when he placed a soft kiss to the untouched flesh between her cheeks. It was a strange but pleasurable sensation.
His large hands spread her cheeks to give him better access. Lily moaned at the first slow plunge of his tongue. It made her pussy throb, and she could not help squirming impatiently. It was new but good, and she wanted more. She panted, her breath fogging the shiny surface of the desk.
Lily arched as his tongue thrust faster. As good as it was, her pussy felt painfully empty. Her inner muscles clenched around nothing. As if he had read her mind, Mr. Black’s tongue slipped out of her twitching back passage, and she felt him move away.
It took her a moment to regain control of her body, but when she did, she pushed herself up with her arms and looked back over her shoulder. She blinked in shock. Mr. Black had shed his humanoid form for his true one. A massive scorpion.
Lily watched him advance on her with wide eyes. Instead of feeling fear, there was only heat and the anticipation of more pleasure. She spread her legs wider. When his front pair of legs landed on either side of her on the desk, she laid her head back down.
A large pincer seized the back of her neck to hold her in place, and a sharp bolt of lust shot through her. She wiggled slightly to test his grip. It was immovable.
Mr. Black settled against her, his two middle pairs of legs wrapping around her body. Lily pressed back against him as much as she could, mentally begging him to claim her. Finally, she felt something large and firm nudge her slick folds. Even though she was soaked, it still felt huge.
The wide tip of Mr. Black’s cock nudged harder against her tight entrance. Lily’s mouth fell open as he slowly pushed inside. He was big, bigger than anything she had tried to take before, but the dull ache of taking him was its own kind of pleasure. Lily whined when he began to pull out.
Before she could say anything, he eased back inside her even deeper. She moaned. Her sounds seemed to encourage him. He moved faster, his huge cock plunging in and out of her. Her own arousal drenched her thighs.
Lily moaned with each thrust. The heat built between them until she was screaming for more. Her pussy rippled with pleasure. Every rocking movement of her body dragged her sensitive nipples against the desktop. Mr. Black’s immovable grip on her only increased the overwhelming ecstasy.
Her orgasm took her by surprise. She whined, her pussy clenching hard around him, but he did not slow down. He thrust through her orgasm, making the ripples continue far longer than usual. When it finally ended, she collapsed onto the desk.
He thrust deep several more times before he stilled, and heat flooded her. It was not until her breathing began to slow that she realized the back of her neck ached faintly. His pincer had released her at some point during her thrashing, leaving her neck bare for his mark. As her mind lazily pondered and her body buzzed, the form draped over her shifted.
A large hand gently rubbed at the tight muscles between her shoulder blades. Lily smiled sleepily, her eyes drifting closed. She could not believe they had waited three years to do that.
“Closer to four,” he rumbled.
Lily’s eyes flew open. Had she spoken out loud?
“No, Little One.”
Her eyes widened as her pleasure-fogged mind struggled to understand the situation. He could read her thoughts? He could read her thoughts! How many times had she thought inappropriate things about him?
“No more than I thought of you,” he purred.
Lily groaned in embarrassment. That explained how he had been able to please her so well. At her thought, his cock jerked inside her. She gasped.
“We’re talking about this later,” she murmured, already rolling her hips to encourage him to move.
“Of course, Little One.”
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Chapter One
Ava looked down at the paper in her hand. The address was right, but all the windows of the house were dark. So much for her contact being on time. Ava settled deeper into the driver’s seat of her car to wait.
The car was registered under a fake name. The plates belonged to a friend of a friend of her father. It was unlikely the beat-up car could be traced back to her. Not that it was flashy enough to attract anyone’s eye. She had borrowed the most beat-up car on her father’s lot.
It did not have to be pretty; it just had to make the trip. And it had. Ava had driven for three days, only stopping in seedy motels to catch a few hours of sleep. Not that sleep came easy to her. She had not had a single undisturbed night of sleep in the three weeks since her father had assigned her the mission.
Her days had been filled with research on the abomination that was Deathfall. A city full of monsters. Ava shook her head at the thought. It went against the natural order of things. Humans hunted monsters; they did not live with them.
According to her father, the peace and prosperity of Deathfall was encouraging other cities to welcome monsters into the light. Soon, every major city in the country would be full of the evil beasts. She had been taught from childhood to fear the creatures. They would kill if given a chance.
Movement on the sidewalk in front of the house drew her out of her thoughts, and Ava watched a figure hurry into the house. A moment later, a ground-floor light blazed to life. That was her cue. She climbed out of the car, quietly closing the door behind her.
The alley next to the house would be the safest approach. Her face was not completely unknown, and if news of her presence got around, she would likely be arrested. The people of Deathfall were oddly protective of their monstrous citizens. News of a hunter would be splashed over every news source in the city.
Ava glanced both ways and jogged across the street to the mouth of the alley. She had only taken a few steps into the shadows when her instincts started to scream. Ava narrowed her eyes at the blackness ahead of her. There was something in the alley with her.
Her hand went to the gun on her hip as her eyes swept back and forth across the width of the alley. From the depths of the shadows, something growled. Ava bit back a gasp. Her grip tightened on the gun, and she set her feet. She was a hunter, not some scared little girl.
Shadows shifted, and long claws scrapped against something in the darkness. Ava fought to slow her pounding heart as the sound came closer. It was so close! Why could she not make out even a hint of the creature?
The street light spilled over her shoulder, but it died after only a few yards. Ava stumbled back a step. What sounded like a dark chuckle rose from the darkness. Her hands shook so hard she doubted she could hit a target, even if it was right in front of her. Something landed heavily on her shoulder.
Ava whipped around, gun swinging around to aim at her attacker. She only just caught herself before she put a bullet in her contact. The man stared at her with comically wide eyes.
“What the hell are you doing out here?” he asked breathlessly. His gaze went past her before quickly returning to her face. “It’s not safe out here. Come on.”
Ava looked back over her shoulder. She thought she saw a huge form move in the shadows, but it was gone a moment later. She shook her head at herself. The monsters of Deathfall were not like the ones she was used to hunting with her family.
Deathfall monsters were comfortable, made tame by their close proximity to humans. She must have imagined the hostile presence in the darkness. Ava tucked her gun back into the waistband of her pants and let her contact lead her to the front entrance of the building.
He did not speak until the door was closed and locked behind them. Ava scanned the front room while her contact shrugged off his coat and hung it on a hook by the door. He grumbled under his breath to himself but avoided looking at her. Ava ignored him.
“You want anything?” he muttered. “Coffee, food, whatever?”
Ava shook her head sharply. Finally finished with her visual inspection of her immediate surroundings, she gave him her full attention. He twitched.
He was a lanky, middle-aged man, taller than her, even hunched over like he was. His blue eyes never met hers for more than a second, and Ava watched him fidget under her intense stare.
“No,” she finally said, looking away to give him a reprieve. “Just information and a place to sleep.”
He gave her a startled look. “You plan to stay here?”
Ava pinned him in place with her glare. “That was the agreement. I assume you got your money.”
He nodded, still looking uncomfortable.
Ava mentally sighed. The adrenaline from the alley quickly faded, leaving behind nothing but exhaustion from days of travel. She would prefer to get started immediately, but it would be foolish to go after her prey before she was ready. Sleep first, then information.
“Where am I sleeping?” she demanded.
Her contact flinched. He recovered quickly and pointed to the staircase. “Top of the stairs. First door on the right. Bathroom is the first door on the left.”
Ava nodded. She turned to the door. Her hand settled on the knob, but her contact was at her side before she could turn it.
“I thought you were staying,” he said.
Ava frowned at the tremor in his voice. “I left my bag in the car.” She flipped the lock and started to pull the door open.
“I’ll get it!” he said hurriedly. He crowded past her and almost stumbled on the front steps. “Which car is yours?”
Ava narrowed her eyes at his behavior. She watched his gaze move toward the alley before skittering away. 
“The gray one,” she muttered.
Her contact immediately started toward her car, still shooting frightened glances toward the alley. What the heck? The man quickly retrieved her bag from the front seat and all but ran back to the house. He slipped inside and slammed the door closed.
He handed her the bag without making eye contact. Ava watched him with narrowed eyes as he mumbled something under his breath and hurried up the stairs. A moment later, a door slammed upstairs. Ava glanced at the front door.
Everything in her wanted to see what had her contact so afraid. There was obviously something in the alley that he did not want her to see. Was it a monster? She had been led to believe that the creatures in Deathfall were harmless. Perhaps, her information was wrong?
Suddenly, she felt off balance in a way she had not since she was very young. Ava turned away from the door and climbed the staircase. The first door on the left opened into a closet-sized bathroom. Water dripped from the sink faucet, and there was no curtain around the shower. Ava shook her head and pulled the door closed.
Across from the bathroom was a small bedroom, just large enough for a twin bed and shabby dresser. Ava stepped inside and closed the door behind her. It would do for a few days. She did not need anything fancy. Her bedroom at the compound was only slightly larger, and it did not have a window.
Ava dropped her bag at the foot of the bed and moved over to look out the small window beside the headboard. It was pitch black beyond the glass. She suddenly had the strangest feeling that something was looking back at her, something peering at her from the darkness. Ava backed away from the window.
She glanced around, and her eyes landed on a light blanket folded at the foot of the bed. She snatched it and tossed it over the bare curtain rod. The creepy feeling immediately faded. Ava rubbed at the goosebumps on her arms. The sooner she finished her mission, the sooner she could return home.
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Chapter Two
Ava woke to a room flooded with sunlight. She immediately sat up and looked toward the window. The blanket that had been covering it was nowhere in sight, letting the bright light of day splash into the room. Her eyes darted to the door.
The deadbolt was still engaged from the night before. Ava shivered. Combined with her odd dreams, the bare window painted a disturbing picture. She had been dreaming when she saw someone looming over the bed, right? There had not really been someone in her room.
Her eyes wandered away from the window to see the blanket folded neatly across the end of the bed. Maybe, she remembered wrong. She had been exhausted. Had she imagined that she had covered the window? Ava threw her legs over the side of the bed and stood.
From the new position, she could just make out a sliver of daylight between the window sill and the bottom edge of the window. Had the window been open last night? She crossed the few feet to the wall and peeked out the window. It looked out onto the alley.
Ava scowled. Of course, it did. She turned away to dig through her bag. Her clothes appeared untouched, but her backup pistol and extra ammunition clip were missing. Of course, they were. Her fear quickly gave way to annoyance.
She grabbed a change of clothes and her toothbrush and stalked out of the room. After a quick shower, Ava stomped down the stairs to find her contact. As expected, he was nervously waiting for her in the kitchen. When their eyes met, he held out a plate of scrambled eggs and toast.
“Breakfast?” he offered.
Ava glared. “When were you going to tell me about the monster living next door?” she demanded.
He slowly set the plate on the table between them. “Did-did something happen?”
Ava thought of the missing weapon and the open window. She grit her teeth. “Answer the question.”
“Well, when your father asked if I knew where to find a monster…” he shrugged. “I told him there was one in the neighborhood.”
Ava opened her mouth to yell and paused. Her father had never mentioned that. She had assumed she would have to go hunting, not that the beast would come to her. Why had her family not warned her? The question sat in her stomach like a stone.
She nodded. “Right. Of course. So, what am I dealing with here?”
“Rattus.”
Ava could not hold back her gasp. “Living among humans?” she demanded.
Her contact shrugged, looking mildly uncomfortable. “They usually live on the outskirts of the city, but all of the monsters come into the city center around this time of year.”
Ava shook her head in confusion. Rattus were known human eaters. It was appalling that the people of Deathfall would allow such creatures among them. Her father was right; the people of Deathfall were truly devoid of reason.
Her contact shifted in place, drawing her eyes back to him. As she mentally reviewed his words, something jumped out at her.
“This time of year,” she repeated. “That’s what you said. Why is this time of year special?”
The man coughed awkwardly and looked away. “It’s winter.”
He was definitely hiding something. Ava took a step toward him and narrowed her eyes.
He mumbled something under his breath.
“Repeat that,” she said. “Louder, so I can actually hear you.”
His eyes rose to hers before skittering away again. “It’s Mating Season.”
Ava stared at him in bafflement. “What?”
“The monsters all come into the city during the winter months. To, um, look for a mate.” When she continued to stare at him in confusion, he kept talking. “The, uh, Rattus don’t ever pick anyone. Word on the street is their numbers are falling ‘cause they won’t, you know, pair up...”
Ava felt frozen in place as her mind tried to comprehend what her contact was telling her. The monsters in Deathfall chose mates from the human population. Human women willingly mated with the creatures that haunted dark alleys and hid in shadows. But why?
“Some people think it’s an honor,” her contact muttered.
Ava blinked in surprise, not realizing she had spoken her question aloud. “What people?”
“Most.”
Unbelievable. She was led to believe that most of the monsters in Deathfall were harmless, but if Rattus’ were among them, how harmless could the rest be? Exactly how much had her father not told her?
“Why don’t the Rattus choose mates like the rest?”
Her contact gave her a humorless smile. “The rumor is they refuse to mate with what used to be food.” 
Ava barely held back a shiver. Alright, then. She raised her head high. Despite the new information, she still had a job to do. Nothing had truly changed.
If she was going to hunt a monster and bring back proof of her hunting abilities to her family, what better creature to kill than a Rattus? Something with a muzzle full of sharp teeth and claws like daggers. A towering, lanky form made all the more dangerous by its sly mind and telepathic ability.
If the beast had some sort of perverse interest in her, that would only make it that much easier to get close to it. And kill it. She would bring back its head to present to her father. Maybe then he would believe she was ready for the life of a hunter.
“The Rattus is in the alley every night?” she asked.
After such a long silence, her voice made the man jump. He looked at her with wide eyes and nodded.
“Then we have a great deal of work to do before nightfall.”
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Chapter Three
The last of the traps were set before the sun completely vanished behind the rooftops. It left her with just enough time to crouch behind the dumpster at the end of the alley. The hiding place had a perfect view of the alley and the street beyond. When the creature arrived, she would have the element of surprise.
Ava’s gaze moved over the traps sprinkled along the alley's length. They were the bear traps her father preferred. They had always struck her as cruel, torture for the sake of torture, but her father told her she had to shed that part of her. Monsters were the enemy. There could be no pity.
If she was successful in this hunt, her first on her own, she would finally be welcomed into the rest of the family. Maybe, even gain her father’s praise. She could count the number of times her father had truly been proud of her on a single hand. The message when she left had been clear: come back successful or do not come back at all.
The lights on the street flared to life with a loud, electric buzz. The sight jerked her out of her thoughts to focus on the task at hand. The shadows in the alley were growing deeper by the minute. She knew from experience that the streetlights would not reach more than a yard into the alley.
Ava waited until the darkness around her was so thick she could not see her own hand in front of her face before she stood and moved out from behind the dumpster. There was no chance of the creature seeing her when it came from the street. Before its eyes could acclimate to the darkness, it would stumble into one of her traps.
And she would kill it because she was her father’s daughter. Despite her feelings about traps or killing monsters who were not dangerous to humans, she would do what she was sent to do. Ava sighed quietly. She had to. There was no other choice.
A sudden movement at the mouth of the alley jerked her out of her conflicted thoughts. She watched a tall figure slink around the corner to vanish into the shadows with her. Ava held her breath. She waited for the traps to snap shut. One beat went by, and then another, but there was no noise.
There was no way the monster could have gotten past all of the traps. Perhaps, it was waiting just inside the mouth of the alley. Not close enough to have stumbled into a trap. That had to be it. She would need to draw it closer.
Ava inched further away from the dumpster, painfully aware of the open traps around her.
“Hey!” she yelled.
The expected growl did not come.
Ava carefully scooted one foot out in front of her as she worked her way closer to the mouth of the alley. She nervously patted the gun at her hip. Where was the beast? She could not see anything, not even an outline against the faint light from the street. Where was it!
Her heart beat faster with each second that went by without a sign from the monster. It could be right next to her, and she would never know. Ava fumbled for her emergency flashlight and switched it on. Her vision filled with teeth, a muzzle full of sharp teeth only inches from her face. She stumbled back in shock.
The snap of the trap was deafening in the silent alley, and Ava screamed. It took her an embarrassingly long time to realize the trap had not closed on her ankle. A nudge to her hip from the beast had shoved her over just enough for the trap's jaws to seize her pant leg instead. She wanted to look down but did not dare look away from the monster looming over her.
“Little huntress,” a masculine voice whispered in her mind.
Ava jerked back, nearly falling when the trap did not move with her. The creature’s glittering, black eyes watched her closely, and she realized it, or rather he, had spoken to her.
“Caught in your own trap,” the voice continued. The Rattus cocked his head. “A trap meant for me.”
Was he reading her mind, or was it obvious? Ava vainly jerked her trapped leg, willing the fabric to rip and set her free. The creature was far too close to her. She could not think past her panic and confusion. Why was he not killing her?
“So small,” the voice purred. “So helpless.”
Ava suddenly remembered her gun. She reached for it, but the monster was faster. A clawed hand seized her wrist, and the gun skittered away into the darkness. It left her with very few choices. Her other hand held her flashlight, and her free leg was the only thing keeping her upright. She wracked her mind for a way to escape what looked like an inescapable situation.
“There will be no escape for you, little huntress,” the Rattus whispered in her mind. He leaned in closer until it felt like the rest of the world ceased to exist. “Your mission is a failure.”
Ava went still. As much as she hated to admit it, the monster was right. All her training went out of her mind when she truly needed it. She stared up at the beast helplessly. How could she ever be a hunter if she could not even succeed in the City of Deathfall?
The Rattus’ grip loosened on her wrist, and one long, clawed finger stroked her pulse point. Ava shivered. She frowned in confusion and jerked at her trapped leg again. Something had changed in the beast. The aura of menace she had felt from him had faded into something else.
“They will not accept you at the compound,” the Rattus murmured in her mind. The large teeth in front of her face were bared in a shark-like smile. “A huntress who cannot hunt.”
Ava looked down. No, they would definitely not accept her back home. The more she thought of her mission, the more it seemed like she was never intended to succeed. She was too soft for her family. Weak. A failure.
The Rattus hissed in anger. “No, not a failure.”
Ava shivered when the beast ducked his head to inhale against her hair.
“Strong and fierce. A beautiful little huntress.”
Ava blinked in surprise. The praise had a strange effect on her, the words fizzling in her belly pleasantly. Had anyone ever praised her for anything?
“So smart with your traps, little huntress. So sly.”
Ava inhaled sharply as the Rattus nuzzled the side of her face. Her heart felt like it was going to beat out of her chest, but the panic had been replaced by something else. Some unnamed emotion she had never felt before. She tipped her head back to bare her throat.
The beast rewarded her with another pleased purr. A hot tongue dragged over her throat, slathering her soft skin in saliva. Ava gasped. What was happening to her? Her whole body felt hot and tingly, alive like it did when she was hunting.
“Such passion in you, little huntress,” the Rattus murmured. “Such fire.”
Ava moaned as a sharp claw slipped past the neckline of her shirt, cleanly slicing the fabric down the middle. She only had a brief moment to feel cold before the hot tongue moved down over her chest. Her nipples hardened in the cold air, and the Rattus’ tongue wasted no time warming the tender buds.
She arched into the foreign pleasure. Her numb fingers released the flashlight, and she was only vaguely aware of it crashing to the ground. The alley plunged into complete darkness, but Ava could not think of anything but the hot mouth on her. Saliva drenched her bra and caused the thin material to cling to her nipples.
“A perfect mate.”
The words jerked her out of her pleasurable haze. Ava gasped in shock and struck out blindly with her free hand. She hit hard enough to make the Rattus grunt in pain before he growled ferociously. Panic made her strike out again.
The beast caught her hand firmly, and no amount of struggling loosened his hold. Ava glared into the blackness above her, knowing the creature could see her clearly.
“You think empty words could make me forget who I am?” she demanded. “Or what you are?”
The creature jerked her forward by her captured wrists, and her damp chest pressed to a fever-hot body. Ava bit her lip to hold back a moan.
“I mean every word I say, little huntress,” the beast hissed in her mind. “You will see.”
With that, she heard a loud rip, and she was suddenly free from the trap. Ava took a few stumbling steps toward the street. A cold wind blew down the alley, and she had to jerk her shirt closed against the chill. Just at the edge of the light, she turned back.
She could not see anything but could feel the monster watching her. Hungry for something other than her blood. Ava tried to push the thought away, but it lingered. She could not just leave.
A large hand emerged from the blackness in front of her. She tensed, but it did not reach for her. Instead, the fingers uncurled to reveal a long, jagged claw. It matched the others except for the strip of leather wrapped around one end to form a handle. It was a knife.
“A gift,” the Rattus whispered in her mind, sounding oddly hesitant.
Ava scowled into the shadows. A courting gift. She was not stupid. She knew what it would mean if she accepted a gift from the monster. She started to turn away.
“You may not be what your family wants you to be, but you are precisely what I want.”
Ava gasped. The words struck a tender part of her that had always craved the affection her family denied her. It was a trick. It had to be. Her eyes strayed back to the knife. Made just for her.
She snatched it before she could give it another thought.
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Chapter Four
Ava ran her fingers over the knife over and over, memorizing the tiny imperfections in the makeshift blade. A courting gift. She should feel disgusted. Part of her wished she could feel disgust instead of the longing that had taken up residence in her chest.
How had the beast gotten to her so easily? The Rattus had snuck into her mind and found all her hidden desires and secret longings. If it was a manipulation, it was perfect. She did not want to say no.
Ava set the knife aside and returned her attention to her phone. She had found a forum for women mated to monsters by following a link on the city webpage. From what she understood, it was intended as information for those being courted and those who simply had questions.
The forum was mostly authored by a pretty blonde named Lily. There were a few posts by women named Olivia and Madison, as well. It was strangely reassuring to know that other women had been in a similar situation. Even though her contact had told her about Mating Season, a small part of her had still been skeptical.
Her gaze went back to the knife again. She could not stop looking at it. Accepting the courting gift meant there were only two steps left to the courtship. From what she understood, the beast would state his intent to claim her, and she would accept or not. If she did…
Ava bit her lip nervously. Training had left her little time for experimentation. She knew about sex in theory, but her practical experience was lacking. That had not kept her body from responding to the beast, though. She could not stop remembering how good the creature’s tongue felt on her skin.
Would mating be the same? Ava frowned. She would never return home if she allowed the monster to claim her. It would be a decision set in stone. The terror she would have felt just days ago was absent. She had debated the courtship for days, but she had truly decided that night.
You may not be what your family wants you to be, but you are precisely what I want. That is what the creature said to her. All of his words had struck at the very heart of her. The truths were sharper than his claws, and the compliments were like a soothing balm on her heart. She wanted it. She wanted him.
Ava snatched the knife off the bed and left the small bedroom. She found her contact at the kitchen table. He looked up at her with wide eyes.
“You said the Rattus live on the edge of the city,” she said. “Where?”
His eyes went wider. “You aren’t going to hunt them?” he asked in horror. “There are still dozens of them. They will—”
“Where are they?” she cut him off.
He stared at her for a moment as if debating how much he cared about her life. He finally sighed and slumped in his chair. “North. Where the warehouse district begins.”
She turned away with a curt nod.
“They’ll kill you on sight,” he called after her.
Ava collected her coat from the hook beside the door and slipped it on. She opened the door but paused at the heavy weight of her contact’s worried gaze. Ava took a deep breath and let out slowly.
“We’ll see,” she muttered.
She left the house and started walking. It was still early afternoon, but the sky was gray. She would need to catch a cab if she wanted to reach the city's edge before dark. After walking for almost twenty minutes, she reached a busier main street and flagged down a taxi.
“Courting, huh?” the taxi driver asked when she said where she wanted to go.
Ava did not bother answering.
The drive took nearly an hour, and by the time she reached the warehouse district, she was on edge and questioning her decision. How would she even know which of the monsters was the Rattus courting her?
She had never seen him in daylight. Her plan seemed stupid when faced with the reality of dozens of deadly creatures who had historically eaten humans.
Ava climbed out of the taxi, and the driver did not waste time driving away. She watched the car until it vanished around a corner. There was no going back now. Ava turned back to the street in front of her and sighed. Warehouses lined both sides of the cracking asphalt.
She had no idea where to start looking and how to avoid the attention of the other Rattus’. She took a step forward and paused. Something had moved behind the windows of the warehouse on her right. Ava reached for the gun in her waistband and gasped.
Had she seriously left it at the house? She searched all of her pockets and only found the knife. She gripped it tightly and began walking. It was colder out in the open. The wind blew between the tall buildings and sank through her coat.
She caught another flash of movement from the corner of her eye. If she did not know any better, she would say the Rattus were hunting her. Ava walked faster. If she did not find her Rattus soon, she would have to duck into one of the surrounding buildings. It was too cold to be wandering around in the open.
A door slammed somewhere out of sight, and she jerked at the sound. Shadows moved behind the first-floor windows in the buildings on both sides of her. The next icy breeze carried a chorus of growls.
Ava knew she should be terrified, but her Rattus was among the other predators. She doubted he would go through the trouble of courting her only to let her be killed by his own people. Ava paused in the center of the street and looked both ways. She could feel a familiar gaze on her a moment before the voice entered her mind.
“It is customary for the monster to approach his chosen when the time is right,” he murmured. “But not you, my little huntress.”
Ava blushed at how fond his voice sounded.
“You have come with an answer?”
“Yes,” she whispered, peering at first one building and then the other. “Where are you?”
“Here,” he purred in her mind.
Ava turned around and froze in place. He was far larger in the daylight than he had appeared in the weak light of her flashlight. She could only see one part of him at a time at night. His teeth, his claws. In the light, she could see the whole of him. He was monstrous.
His body was tall and deceptively lean, and his flesh was dark gray where it was not dappled with black. His muzzle of sharp teeth and wicked claws were even more terrifying in the light. She imagined he was what children feared when they hid under their blankets at night.
Not long ago, she would have felt fear or disgust looking at him. Ava tipped her head to the side as she studied him. Instead of fear, there was the desire to know what his claws would feel like stroking her naked skin. Instead of disgust, there was pride that such a dangerous creature was all hers.
“And your answer, little huntress?” he whispered in her mind.
Ava smiled faintly. “I accept your claim.”
The growls that had been growing in volume suddenly fell away. She was vaguely aware of the shadows moving in on her, slinking back into the buildings.
She could not tear her eyes away from him to look at them. He straightened to his full height as her words sank in. His black eyes moved over her as he bared his teeth in a hungry smile.
It should have been alarming, but she felt eager instead. She raised her chin defiantly when he gestured for her to come to him. His eyes sparkled at her challenge. He slowly descended the steps of the building and paused a few paces away from her.
“Come here,” he growled in her mind.
Ava’s heart beat faster. “No.”
His mind brushed against hers while he studied her. “Ah,” he finally murmured. “I see.”
Ava blinked. What? What did he see? She stumbled back a step when he began to advance on her. He inhaled deeply as he stalked toward her, and the look he gave her was enough to send a shiver down her spine.
She backed up until her heel bumped the step of the building behind her. With a quick glance back over her shoulder, she gauged the distance to the door. She could make it. Ava turned and fled.
She slammed the doors open and raced across the large open space. The sound of the doors and her hurried footsteps echoed off the high ceiling. Ava looked over her shoulder to see her Rattus, only a heartbeat behind her. She ran faster.
Every time he reached for her, she dodged, and he growled. If she could not feel his fondness and excitement, she would think he wanted to eat her. The longer she avoided him, the longer he hunted her, the more heat settled low in her belly. For the first time, she could feel her panties growing damp from excitement.
Ava gasped for breath as she slid around a corner and took off down a narrow corridor. It was a dead end. The doors on either side of the hallway were boarded up with multiple wood planks. Ava finally stumbled to a stop when she reached the end of the corridor and slowly turned to face her monster.
She was panting for breath, but he was hardly winded. She could feel his amusement at her scowl. He gave her a brief moment to regain her breath before he leaped at her. Ava screamed as they fell to the floor in a tangle of limbs.
She thrashed until he seized her hands in one of his and pinned them to the dusty floor above her head. He snapped his jaws only inches from her nose, and she gasped. He huffed in amusement. Ava wiggled until she could wrap her legs around his waist and bucked her hips.
His amusement faded into heat again. He casually caught the top button of her coat between two claws. With a twist of his wrist, the button snapped free and bounced away. Ava narrowed her eyes at him. Before she could say anything, the second button joined the first in the dust.
He spread her coat open and looked down at her jeans and t-shirt. Ava licked her lips at the feeling of his hunger in her mind. Her thighs tensed on his waist as he hooked his claws in her shirt and shredded the thin material. She expected him to pause like he had that night in the alley.
Instead, he lowered his powerful jaws to her bra and jerked his head, ripping it in half. Ava gasped. She opened her mouth to tell him off when he nuzzled between her breasts and growled. His tongue curled around her hard nipple, grazing it with his teeth, and Ava shivered.
“You taste as sweet as you look,” he growled in her mind.
Ava arched her back as he licked her again.
“I will taste you everywhere,” he continued. He abandoned her breasts to make his way down her belly, dipping his tongue into her belly button. “But especially here.”
His words only gave her a second warning before his teeth ripped at her pants. His clawed hand jerked the torn fabric down her legs and tossed it into a corner. Immediately, his muzzle was between her thighs, and his tongue parted her damp folds. It was a shock of pleasure, so strong her thighs instinctively tried to close.
He released her wrists to grab her knees, pressing them open to give himself more room. He groaned at the first taste of her. He began to lap up her wetness like it was the sweetest thing he had ever tasted, growling deep in his chest. Ava’s hips twitched, completely out of her control.
Every slide of his tongue sent bolts of pleasure to her center, making her body clench and drip more wetness into his panting mouth. His tongue felt burning hot on her most tender flesh. He licked over and over her swollen nub before flicking it teasingly. Ava moaned for more.
Her whole body trembled at the pleasure of his mouth on her. It was so new, so overwhelming. She had never imagined anything could feel so good. Her entire world had shrunk to just the two of them, her trembling body and his complete control of her pleasure.
When his tongue finally slipped inside her, she grabbed at his head. He immediately pulled back and snapped his jaws at her hands. Ava gasped. The small shock of fear only made her clench again. He inhaled the surge of arousal, and his eyes narrowed on her.
“Does my ire arouse you, little huntress?” his voice purred in her mind.
Ava gasped as he ducked his head to plunge his tongue back inside her. She blushed at the wet sounds of his tongue on her, evidence of how soaked she was for him. He gave her one last lick and sat back on his heels. His hands gently squeezed her thighs as he watched her twitch under him.
He waited until her eyes met his before leaning down to sharply nip at her inner thigh. Ava whined at the bright splash of pain. A heartbeat later, she moaned at his hot tongue, soothing the small hurt. Her body clenched in confused pleasure. She felt like a stretched rubber band, just short of snapping.
He slowly trailed his claws over her belly, lightly scratching her ribs. Ava arched, unsure if she wanted to twist away from the feeling or push into it. When his hands finally reached her breasts, she was panting. His claws tweaked her hard nipples while his tongue flicked her swollen nub.
Pleasure roared through her, so strong it brought tears to her eyes. She thrashed through her orgasm, crying out for more. The light scrape of his sharp teeth on her tender flesh only prolonged the ecstasy. When Ava finally came back to herself, she was on her belly. She moaned weakly.
“You are so lovely in your pleasure, little huntress. Let us see how loud you scream for me.”
Ava gasped as he lifted her by the hips and tucked her knees beneath her. One of his large hands gripped her hair at the same time, something nudged at her virgin entrance. Ava could do nothing but moan as his thick shaft slowly pressed into her. Her flesh yielded to him as well as the rest of her did, her tight, wetness pulling him deeper.
“Perfect,” he growled, his mental voice sounding as overcome as she felt.
He pulled back and thrust back in harder. Ava clawed at the dusty floor, arching when his claws tightened in her hair. The tingling burn in her scalp blurred with the pleasurable feeling of him filling her until she could not tell where one sensation began and the other ended.
The claws of his free hand slipped around her hip to lightly trail over her belly and tease her wet folds. He snapped his hips against hers, the slap of their flesh almost drowning out her moans for more. Her monster's vicious snarls and growls would have terrified her if she did not feel equally out of control.
The pleasure rose inside her, as powerful and inescapable as a tidal wave until it finally crested. Every muscle in her body tensed. Ava came, vaguely aware of screaming her pleasure, as her monster jerked her head to the side and sank his teeth into her shoulder. Agony and ecstasy blurred before everything went dark. 
Minutes, or perhaps hours, later, Ava slowly blinked open her eyes. She could see nothing but black.
“Welcome back, my little huntress.” His voice was like a warm blanket in her mind.
Ava smiled lazily. His body was curled around her, and they laid on something soft and faintly sweet-smelling.
“Is it night?” she mumbled.
“For a few more hours.”
Ava yawned. “Where are we?”
“Our nest,” he murmured in her mind, nuzzling the back of her neck. “You should rest.”
She suddenly felt far more awake. With his large body surrounding her, she could not help being reminded why her body ached pleasantly. She could feel his shaft twitch with interest as he smelled her budding arousal. Ava licked her lips.
“Shall I pleasure you, my little huntress?” He gently licked her mating bite.
Ava gasped at the slight pain. She wiggled her hips back against his.
“Shall I fill your little belly?” he growled.
Ava shivered in excitement. His passion for her was like a blazing fire in her mind, but it was reinforced by affection. She basked in the adoration he poured over her. It warmed her from the inside out. Their mating bond filled her mind until she could barely remember what it felt like to be unwanted.
“I will always want you,” he said.
Ava smiled. “Show me.”
“Gladly.”
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Chapter One
Zoey squeezed her little brother’s hand reassuringly and frowned at the abandoned house. It was a better neighborhood than the last house they had stayed in and was not on the verge of collapse. In fact, it was odd that the house had been abandoned. From what she could see, the mansion was sturdy and only showed a hint of neglect.
She readjusted the strap on her shoulder. The small duffel bag held all their worldly possessions, everything that had survived the fire, and various foster homes. It was all that remained of their parents and happy life. Zoey looked down to give Jaime what she hoped was an encouraging smile. He weakly returned it.
“Let’s find a way in, okay?” she said.
The seven-year-old looked at the house for a long moment before he nodded. “Okay.”
They casually crossed the street and walked up the driveway. The yard was large and well-maintained, with high hedges that mostly blocked the view of neighbors. At least they would not have to worry about the police being called by nosy neighbors.
Zoey kept Jaime close to her side as they walked the perimeter of the large house. There were dozens of windows on the side of the house, but none were unlocked. Each time she tried one, and it was firmly shut, she saw the hope fade in her brother’s expression a little more.
She rounded the back corner of the house with Jaime right behind her and stopped so fast he bumped into her. There was a backdoor, and it was standing open as if in invitation. Zoey stared for several moments before she finally crept forward. Jaime stayed close behind her, his hand on her back. 
Three steps led up to the backdoor, and Zoey climbed them cautiously. Beyond the door, she could see nothing but a mudroom and a closed door. It appeared safe enough. She stepped into the house and paused. There was a quiet creak from somewhere on the two floors above them but nothing else. Just the house settling in the wind.
She turned around and motioned for her brother. He hurried inside and pushed the door closed. The muted thud was echoed by the house settling again. Zoey led the way across the mudroom to the closed door. She twisted the knob, and it swung open with a theatrical screech.
The kitchen beyond was spotless. Habit had Zoey opening cabinets to search for food. She found it immediately. Lots of it. The cabinets were full of canned food. Zoey frowned in confusion.
“Zoey!” her brother whispered.
She turned to see him holding the refrigerator door open. The shelves were full of perishable items. Fresh fruits and vegetables like they had not tasted in months. As tempting as it was, there was something very wrong. The house had been empty for days. No one came anywhere near it in the two weeks she had been observing.
Another creak came from the floorboards over her head. Maybe, the house was not settling. Was someone upstairs? Zoey hurried over to grab her brother’s arm. She pushed him behind her as she backed up to the door to the mudroom. They had to go. If they got caught, the authorities would take him from her. 
“Zoey, what’s wrong?” Jaime whispered.
She turned to look at him. “I want you to stay here. Can you do that for me?”
Jaime frowned, his little brow furrowed in confusion, but he nodded.
Zoey gave him a small smile and closed the door between them. He would be safer in the mudroom. Especially if they had to flee. Zoey scanned the kitchen before she headed for the open doorway on the other side.
It led to a large formal dining room. The room was empty but clean, just like every other room she had seen. Zoey continued on. She passed through a sitting room and a foyer before she found the grand staircase. Whatever was making the noise was up the stairs.
She hesitated for a moment before hurrying up the staircase to the second floor. Beyond the landing, a wide hallway stretched both ways. The creak came again, and Zoey frowned down the hall to her right. Something fluttered from beneath one of the doors to land in the middle of the hallway. It looked like a sheet of paper.
Zoey held her breath for several seconds, waiting for the door to open, but nothing else happened. She breathed out a relieved sigh and tiptoed down the hall to retrieve the paper. She snatched it as soon as she was close enough and retreated to the landing with it clutched in her hand.
She carefully flatted out the crumpled edges, and her eyes widened. It was a note. A short one, but still a note. Three words were handwritten in large, messy scrawl. WELCOME TO STAY.
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Chapter Two
It was remarkably easy to settle into the new living arrangements. Zoey found some blankets in a downstairs closet and made up the sofa in the formal living room for her brother. She slept in the comfortable chair across the room from him. It gave her a clear view of the foyer.
They only took what they needed from the kitchen and kept the volume low on the old radio Zoey found in a cabinet. After so long on the street and in barely-habitable houses, the mansion was a pleasant change. Zoey did not tell her brother about the note she found, and Jaime began to treat the house like their home.
As nice as it was to be warm and well-fed, Zoey could not forget the presence in the house. If there was one thing she had learned since their parents died, it was that everyone expected payment of some kind. You could not get something for nothing. Eventually, she would have to pay for all the kindness.
Zoey waited several weeks until it was time to replenish the groceries in the kitchen before she approached the stairs again. Her brother was softly snoring in the living room, content in a way that he had not been in a very long time. It gave her the strength to climb to the second floor and approach the mysterious door.
No note fluttered out into the hall when she stopped outside the door. Zoey leaned in to press her ear against the wood.
“What is it you need, child?” a deep voice suddenly asked, sounding tired.
Zoey stumbled backward in shock. She stared at the door for a moment, but the voice did not come again. Before she heard the voice, some small part of her had believed she imagined things. That she was not living in the home of some mysterious benefactor. She inched forward.
“I’m sorry to bother you, but we’re running low on groceries,” she said hesitantly.
“Anything else?” the voice asked.
Zoey shook her head before she realized he could not see her. “No. No, thank you. That’s all.”
“I will see to it.”
After the voice fell silent, Zoey waited to see if he would say anything else. After several moments of silence, she hurried away. She returned to the ground floor to find her brother still sleeping peacefully. She stood in the doorway of the living room to watch him.
He needed so much that she could not give him. He should be in school, making friends, and being a kid. Her eyes moved around the room to land on his shoes. They were almost too small for him. The latest in a long line of things she could not afford to provide.
Her breath hitched, and she had to force back tears. Everything would work out. She had to stay positive. If not for herself, at least for Jaime. Zoey gave her brother another glance and switched off the light.
She settled into the chair and closed her eyes. It felt like only seconds had passed when she was jerking awake. Zoey blinked around the dark room. Something had woken her. She started to relax when she heard a quiet thud from somewhere on the ground floor.
It was still dark outside the window, and most of the room was in shadow. Zoey slowly rose to her feet and tiptoed across the room to the doorway. The foyer was dark and empty, and she could see the equally empty dining room through another doorway. Another muted thud came from the back of the house.
Could it be their mysterious host? What could he be doing in the middle of the night? Zoey crept across the foyer to peek around the corner into the dining room. The kitchen was darker than the rest of the house, and she could only see a portion of the room through the doorway between the dining room and the kitchen.
She edged around the corner and moved closer, sticking close to the wall. Zoey realized their host would not have waited until they were asleep if he wanted to be seen. She held her breath when she reached the kitchen doorway and peeked around the frame.
At first, she could see nothing but darkness. Zoey squinted at the mass of shadows in the room's darkest corner. A large mass of blackness broke away from the rest of the shadows to move toward the cabinets.
Zoey watched in amazement as what looked like a clawed hand opened an upper cabinet and quietly placed a can of food on the shelf.
A monster. They had been living with a monster? Zoey could not help drifting closer. She could remember learning all about them in school. The different species in the city, the annual courtship, and proper behavior if a human stumbled upon a monster’s den.
Monsters were supposed to be highly territorial. Aggressive, even. Yet, the monster in front of her had welcomed her to stay and provided for her and her brother. What did that mean? Was that some obscure part of courtship?
Her mother always said Zoey’s fascination with monsters would probably lead to one of them. But she had never seen one in person. The creature was far more interesting up close. She wanted to move closer, to see more than just a vague, shadowy outline, but she stopped herself.
She had her brother to consider. He had to be her priority. Maybe, if things had gone differently, she could have indulged in her curiosity, but with her parents gone, she had to focus on Jaime. She could not do anything to upset their host. And he obviously had not intended to wake either of the humans in his house.
Zoey sighed softly and backed out of sight.
“I know you are there, child. I heard when you woke.”
Zoey froze with her back against the wall.
The monster huffed in obvious amusement. “Come here.”
Zoey took a deep breath and stepped into the doorway. “I’m not a child,” she said, raising her chin.
Yellow eyes glittered at her from the shadows. “Old and worldly, are you?”
Zoey bit her lip and looked away.
“I see,” the creature rumbled. “Why are you not asleep?”
Zoey peeked at the shadows from beneath her eyelashes. How could she explain that she was too worried to sleep? There was no way to tell him without sounding ungrateful for all the things he had given them.
She heard a sigh. “I can smell the stress on you, child. You need not lie.”
Zoey drifted closer and squinted into the darkness. She caught a glimpse of large, leathery wings as he moved across the kitchen to the pantry.
“You are too young for the burdens you bear.”
“I’m nineteen,” she muttered.
He stopped to look at her, and she ducked her head at the weight of his stare. He hummed noncommittally.
“I have to take care of my brother,” she whispered. “I’m all he has left.”
“And you must do it alone?” the monster asked.
Zoey frowned. After what she had seen of the world, she knew better than to trust anyone. “I can’t depend on anyone else.”
Between one blink and the next, the creature was looming over her. Zoey stumbled back, bumping into the wings that had closed in behind her. Glowing eyes and a mouthful of sharp teeth filled her vision.
“You can depend on me,” he said.
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Chapter Three
Zoey perched on the kitchen counter, eating an apple and watching her brother study. A shiny new laptop appeared the night after her encounter with their host. Beside it had been the information to enroll her brother in an online school. Jaime had been ravenously learning ever since.
Despite what some of her past foster parents said, she was not stupid. She knew a lot of strings must have been pulled with some influential people to allow her brother to be in school. The authorities had to know where they were, yet no one had shown up in the two weeks since he was enrolled. It left her with a lot of unanswered questions.
Zoey took her last bite and hopped off the counter to drop the apple core in the trash. Jaime glanced at her briefly before he went back to his schoolwork. For the first time in too long, things were going right. Zoey smiled and then sighed. She would have to talk to their host.
Hours later, after her brother was safely tucked into his blankets and snoring softly, Zoey headed for the stairs. The door was already open when she reached the second-floor landing. She did not allow herself to hesitate. She walked through the doorway without knocking and almost immediately stumbled backward.
He was much larger than she had realized from their encounter in the dark kitchen. He had obviously been leaning down to put his face anywhere near her level. Standing upright, back to the door, he was easily two feet taller than her. His huge black wings hung around him like a floor-length cloak.
He slowly turned his head to look at her over his shoulder. “You have something to say.”
Zoey was struck mute by his face in the light. There was a strange beauty in the features. His yellow eyes were slightly larger than a human’s, and his face was more angular. Dark fur took the place of hair, covering his head and what she could see of his bare shoulders. Was he naked beneath the cover of his wings?
When she did not answer, he turned to face her fully. He visibly inhaled. “None of that, child.”
Zoey felt her face burn at the knowing gaze he fixed on her. “How did you do it?” she blurted.
He tipped his head at the question.
“The school thing,” Zoey clarified. “I know the paperwork needed an address and probably a lot more, too. How did you get it approved?”
He stared at her for a moment before he looked away. “Does it matter?”
Zoey stiffened. “Of course it does! I need to know if I have to be prepared for someone to come in here and try to-to take my brother from me.”
The monster took a large step forward and bared his teeth. “No one will take him from you.”
Zoey shook her head. “You can’t know that!”
“I told them I was courting you.”
Zoey’s eyes widened. “You told them what?”
“Please, do not make me repeat myself,” he sighed. “I said what was necessary. As far as the city is concerned, your brother is my ward.”
“Only if I’m your mate,” Zoey pointed out, mind still spinning.
“No one will question the courtship process.” He gave her a long look. “Consider the problem solved.”
Zoey stared at him, taking in the tension in his shoulders. “Won’t that keep you from actually finding a mate?”
The creature huffed in amusement. “I’m four hundred years old. What do I need with a mate?”
Zoey blinked in surprise. The surprise quickly faded into a surprising amount of disappointment. Before courting was mentioned, she never would have considered it a possibility.
When she was a girl full of romantic notions, before she had gotten a taste of real life, she had been drawn to the idea of being courted by one of the monsters that fascinated her.
“So, the courtship is only in name,” she murmured.
The monster paused in the act of turning away to look at her. His eyes narrowed. “Do not confuse gratitude for attraction, child. You owe me nothing.”
“Is it really so impossible for you to believe I might actually be attracted to you?” she challenged.
He turned his back to her. “You are young. It is a passing fancy.”
Zoey opened her mouth to argue but thought better of it. She frowned at his back for a moment before she glanced toward the door. Her interest obviously confused him. She should give him some time.
Zoey turned away, but he spoke again before she reached the door.
“We need not speak of this again.”
Zoey whipped around to face him. He was across the room, but he was watching her again. The same way she had caught him looking at her when he thought she was not paying attention. No matter what he said, the attraction was not all on her side. Zoey scowled at his stubbornness.
“You know what? I am grateful for everything you’ve done for my brother and me.” His gaze slid away from hers, and she took a step closer to regain his attention. “But it’s not just that.”
“Child—” he started.
“No,” she cut him off. “I am an adult, and I know how I feel.”
“You cannot possibly—” he tried again.
Zoey walked forward until his looming figure was within reach, and he fell silent. The muscles in his arms tensed at her proximity, his claws digging into his skin as if he was holding himself back.
She tipped her head back to meet his gaze. “You know that book you brought me last week?”
He tipped his head. “What of it?”
“For a moment, I thought it might be a courting gift,” she admitted.
His eyes scanned her face. “But you accepted it,” he murmured in obvious confusion.
“I know. And the flowers you brought a few days ago?”
“Yes?”
“I accepted those, too.”
He dropped his arms to his sides, and she got her first uninterrupted look at him. He was broad-chested, and thick, soft-looking fur covered his entire torso. Loose-fitting pants hung low on his hips and partially covered his clawed feet. He was, for lack of a better description, a large humanoid bat. And he was magnificent.
Zoey watched him tip his head and close his eyes, nostrils flaring. When he opened his eyes again, there was a new heat in his gaze.
“Do you want them to be courting gifts?” he asked in a voice like a growl.
Zoey shivered pleasantly. “I’ve wanted that since that night in the kitchen.”
“I see.” His lips pulled back from his teeth in a smile that made her stomach flutter. “You accept my courtship.”
It was not a question, but she nodded anyway.
“Very well.”
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Chapter Four
She was unsure what she had expected, but being essentially patted on the head and sent on her way, was not it. There had been a mix of hunger and fondness in the creature’s gaze, but he had still closed the door firmly behind her. She had not seen him since. It had been almost a week.
Zoey sat at the kitchen table, pretending to read while Jaime did his schoolwork. She had intended to finish the book the monster had given her, but she could not focus on the story. Her mind kept replaying their conversation. Had he changed his mind?
“Zoey?”
She raised her head to look at her brother. He was watching her with a concerned frown.
“What is it, kiddo?”
He glanced over his shoulder before leaning in closer. “Did you have a fight with the guy upstairs?”
Zoey blinked in surprise. “You know about him?”
Jaime gave her an unimpressed stare. “I’m a kid, but I’m not dumb. I know we wouldn’t have this stuff without help. Besides, I hear you talking to him at night.” His gaze turned sly. “Is he your boyfriend?”
“Jaime!”
Her brother smirked before it faded into a serious look. “I don’t mind, you know.”
Zoey studied his earnest expression and sighed. “It’s not like that. He’s not human and—”
“Duh,” Jaime interrupted. He rolled his eyes at her. “He’s a monster. I already know.”
“Oh.”
Her brother giggled. “So, is he your boyfriend?”
The question brought her back to her previous thoughts. What were they? She thought he had accepted her feelings and felt the same, but he seemed to have vanished. The house felt empty. Maybe, he had decided he did not feel the same way.
“Zoey?” Jaime asked hesitantly. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” Zoey said past the tightness in her throat. “I’m fine.”
“Here, I found this,” her brother said.
Zoey blinked and looked over to see him turning his laptop to face her. She leaned in to read the screen. Some kind of online support group for women mated to the Deathfall monsters. The main page had several short articles by women named Olivia, Madison, and Lily.
Zoey started to dismiss the website when she saw an article called “How long will I be waiting?” The article was the shortest on the page and was written by a woman named Ava. Zoey leaned in to skim the article. According to the woman, the wait could vary from a few hours to a few days.
In the case of the article writer, she had actually gone to her mate instead of waiting for him to come to her. That was something Zoey could get behind. She looked away from the computer to see her brother gathering his notebooks.
“Where are you going?”
“To listen to the radio,” he said matter-of-factly.
Zoey reached out to lightly grasp his wrist. “Hey, are you happy here?”
He looked at her like she had lost her mind. “Yeah. Aren’t you?”
Zoey nodded.
He grinned. “Then, everything’s good.” Jaime headed for the door. “We should get a TV, though,” he muttered on the way out of the room.
Zoey stared after him with her mouth open. A TV. Her brother was obviously planning on staying permanently. Now, if only she knew what their host’s plans were. Zoey slapped her hands down on the table and stood. No time like the present.
She raised her head resolutely and strode from the room. Her brother did not even glance in her direction when she walked past him on her way to the stairs. If the monster was not upstairs, she would just wait in his room until he returned. Being passive was not in her nature. It was time she acted like it.
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Chapter Five
Zoey paused outside the door and pressed her palm to the cool wood. Was he inside? If she knocked, would he answer her? Zoey bit her lip and glanced both ways down the hall. She leaned in to press her ear to the door. Nothing.
She hesitated a moment before reaching for the doorknob and pushing open the door. She immediately stumbled to a stop. The room was not as empty as she thought. Her monstrous host stood in the middle of the room with his back to her. As she stood staring at him, he slowly turned his head to look back at her.
“Zoey,” he growled.
Zoey shifted in place. It was the first time he had called her by name. On some level, she had not been completely sure he even knew her name. Which was insane. They were insane. What were they doing? It did not stop her from moving closer to him.
“Did you change your mind?” she blurted.
His gaze sharpened on her. “Change my mind?” he echoed.
Zoey licked her lips, suddenly nervous under the weight of his unreadable stare. “About the courtship,” she whispered.
He tipped his head to the side but did not answer.
“I can, uh, come back later,” Zoey said. She took a step back.
“Close the door.”
Zoey sighed. Right. At least he had answered her question. She would just have to live with one more disappointment.
She started to walk through the door only to have a large hand seize her shoulder and spin her around. Zoey was vaguely aware of the door slamming shut as her vision filled with a broad, furry chest and hands pinning her to the wall. She only had a moment to gasp in surprise before a mouth closed over hers, and a hot tongue invaded her mouth.
Zoey moaned and pressed herself against him. He skimmed his claws down her arms and grabbed the waistband of her jeans. With a sharp jerk, the fabric ripped. Zoey’s gasp was muffled by the tongue stroking her own. Her head spun, her heart pounding in excitement, as she tried to draw a deep breath.
The first graze of his hands on her bare thighs made her cry out and reach for him. Her fingers slid through the thick fur on his chest and grabbed handfuls. A ferocious growl rose from him before he tore his mouth away from hers to place biting kisses down the length of her pale throat.
Sharp claws teasingly tickled at her damp folds. At the attention, more wetness dripped from her pussy to slick his thick fingers. Zoey hooked one of her ankles behind his knee to pull him closer. She barely recognized her own voice as she whined like a desperate, needy thing. 
“Yes,” he growled against her shoulder. “Let me hear you.”
Zoey’s thighs trembled when his thick finger finally slipped inside her. The fur was like wet velvet on her inner walls. The sensation made her toes curl. It was more than she had expected. More passionate, more out of control. Almost too soon, one thick finger was replaced by two.
She could feel the hint of sharp teeth on her skin, dragging along her soft skin where the mating bite would go. The thought made her hips jerk, and the fingers slid into her. Zoey gasped. Something hard and burning hot pressed to her inner thigh, and she moaned against his neck.
He pumped his fingers in and out of her until the fur was soaked with her arousal, and his growl was so deep it sounded like a purr. After a long lick from her collarbone to her chin, he pulled his fingers out of her clenching heat and grabbed her thighs. She only had time to blink open her eyes before something hot and thicker slipped inside her.
Zoey dug her nails into his chest as he eased deeper with several slow rolls of his hips. The stretch was just short of painful. Every nerve ending felt like it was firing at once as her entire world narrowed down to where they were joined.
“Perfect,” he panted. “My sweet, little mate.”
Zoey moaned at the praise. She shifted her hips slightly and gasped at the shock of pleasure.
“There!” she pleaded.
He leaned down to rake his teeth over her bottom lip before he took up a slow, deep rhythm. Zoey arched, writhing between his broad chest and the wall. Her body jolted with each thrust, pleasure making her toes curl. A low, needy burn throbbed deep inside her.
His fingers tightened around her thighs, pulling her into each lunging thrust. The soaking-wet sounds of their bodies moving together almost drowned out her desperate, half-formed pleas as she clung to him. Zoey tried to focus on the rumble of his voice, vaguely aware of the sweet words he was growling in her ear, but she felt on fire and out of control with pleasure.
“Mark me!” she begged.
He pulled back enough for their eyes to meet. Whatever he saw in her gaze seemed to assure him because he immediately bowed his head to nuzzle where her neck met her shoulder. Zoey’s soft sigh ended in a wail as the pleasure peaked, and he sank his teeth into her deep enough to leave a mating mark.
She clung to his shoulders as the tremors wracked her body. Her thighs trembled where they were clamped around his hips, and Zoey moaned weakly when he thrust one last time and went still. They clung to each other, breathing raggedly for several minutes before Zoey giggled.
Her mate raised his head to look at her. The confused expression on his face only made her laugh harder.
“May I ask what has amused you so?” he asked, voice rougher than usual.
Zoey grinned up at his curious face. “That was amazing.”
“It was,” he agreed. He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “And this makes you laugh?”
Zoey wiggled in his grasp. He growled at the same time that she gasped, her movements making him slide out of the warmth of her body.
“Just happy,” she answered breathlessly.
“I see.” His gaze dropped to her mating mark. “I find I am feeling happy, as well.”
Zoey considered climbing off him, but he seemed more than capable of holding her. And she did not want to put any space between them. As if he heard her thoughts, her mate’s hands tightened on her thighs to hold her flush against him. Zoey licked her lips when his cock began to harden again.
“So, we’re mated,” she murmured, tipping her head back to offer her lips.
He ducked his head to lick at her mouth. “So, we are,” he purred.
Somehow, despite everything she and her brother had been through, they had ended up with a home again. Zoey nuzzled the underside of her mate’s jaw. And she had ended up with a mate. It was strange to think her mother had been right all those years ago. Her fascination had led her to a monster.
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Chapter One
Riley stood in front of her bedroom mirror, fiddling with her hair. The short blonde strands refused to lie down. She would never hear the end of it if she embarrassed her parents in front of their guests. Especially today.
She had been preparing for this meeting for years. She came from a long line of monster mates. Her aunt, her great-aunt, her great-great-aunt, and beyond. One woman from every generation for the past seven generations had been chosen as a mate by one of the Deathfall monsters.
And now it was her turn. Riley sighed. She was not a fool. She knew how her family was going about the mating was all wrong. The monsters were supposed to find their own mates, not take a mate based on a business deal. But the family had a certain image to uphold, and Riley was not getting any younger.
At twenty-four, she was already two years older than any other mated woman in her family. Her aunt had been found at twenty and her great-aunt at twenty-two. Riley was unsure about her great-great-aunt, but all of the women had been courted the traditional way. Only Riley had the bad taste not to be courted as expected.
She frowned at her reflection and turned away. Her mother had laid out a dress for her at the foot of the bed as if she were a child, and it only drove home how dependent she was on her parents. Her graduate classes, apartment downtown, and monthly expenses came from her family account. If she was unsuccessful at being courted, it would all go away.
Riley glanced at the clock and blanched. She was running late. She hurried through dressing and swiped blush over her cheeks and lipstick across her lips. She only gave herself the barest glance in the mirror before she left her childhood bedroom.
As she pulled the door closed behind her, she could already hear the sound of voices from downstairs. Riley took a deep breath and pasted a smile on her face. She paused at the top of the stairs to smile at the small group waiting in the entryway, her parents, the family estate lawyer, and two monsters.
Her heart lurched as her eyes landed on the larger of the two monsters. He was not supposed to be there. The agreement was not with him directly. It was with one of his underlings, the monster with the dull brown wings. No one would ever presume to interfere in the mating of the King of the Deathfall Moths.
The King had been a fascination of hers since she was a child. Her family had worked its way into his good graces over several decades, and she would occasionally see him at exclusive dinner parties. When she was young, she had gravitated to his large, jewel-tone wings, staring at them for hours until it was time to leave. The King had always accepted her attention with curious fondness.
As she grew older, her eyes strayed to other parts of his anatomy. His wings were gorgeous, but his body was equally appealing. He had a powerful, broad-shouldered body and intense blue-green eyes. With his midnight black exoskeleton, six limbs, and crown-like antennae, he would never pass as human, but that had always been part of the attraction.
Riley jerked her eyes away from him when she realized she had been staring too long. No matter what her personal feelings may be, The King was not for her. She fixed her gaze on the smaller brown Moth at his side and nodded politely as she started down the stairs.
As she descended, she was painfully aware of the gazes of her parents and their lawyer. Their expectations settled on her shoulders like a physical weight. Riley kept a polite smile on her face until she reached the bottom of the stairs.
“We were expecting you sooner, dear,” her mother murmured.
Riley’s smile slipped briefly before she forced it back in place. “Nerves,” she said.
“Excitement, you mean,” her father corrected, smiling winningly at the two monsters.
“Yes, of course,” Riley hurried to answer.
She tuned out of the conversation to give her mate-to-be a closer look. He was her father’s height with the lean build and dull wings of a worker-class Moth. From his bored expression, he was hardly eager to court her.
The King must have promised him something impressive for him to agree to give up his one chance at mating. Unless he had no intention of forming a permanent bond. Riley’s stomach turned at the thought. Her family would still benefit from a seasonal mating in the family, but the thought of such an arrangement left a sour taste in her mouth. It felt less like a marriage and more like selling herself for a year.  
Without her permission, her eyes drifted toward The King. He was watching her. While her parent’s attention was on her mate-to-be, The King was wholly focused on her. He appeared to be studying her closely, his gaze moving up and down her body with an inscrutable expression. 
“Riley!” her mother hissed.
She snapped her attention back to the conversation to see her future mate holding out a wrapped package. The courting gift? Already? Everything felt like it was moving far too fast. Riley forced herself to reach out and take the package.
“Thank you,” she said formally.
Everyone continued to stare at her. Oh, right. She had to accept it. From the narrow-eyed looks her parents gave her, they wanted the courtship finished quickly. Bypassing most of the steps seemed wrong, even if they were basically making a mockery of the courting process.
If she accepted the gift, she would have to leave with the two monsters and… Her mind stuttered over the rest of the steps. She could not think about that yet. One thing at a time. Riley walked over to the table in the entryway and set the package down.
She forced her hands not to shake as she carefully unfolded the soft fabric covering the gift. Whatever it was felt solid but rattled when she tipped it. Riley pushed back the last flap of fabric and flattened it out to reveal a flat, wooden box. She glanced at the two monsters, but her mate-to-be was not even looking at her. She tried to ignore the swoop in her stomach when she met The King’s intense stare before turning back to the gift.
Riley carefully lifted the lid, and her breath caught. A paint set. Her parents had always refused to let her pursue art when she lived under their roof, and she had been careful to ensure they never found out about the art classes she was taking. How could the Moth, a complete stranger, know about her painting?
Riley glanced over at her parents, but their twin frowns said they had nothing to do with it. She looked back at the gift and allowed herself a small smile. Despite the overall unpleasantness of the situation, it was the perfect gift. Riley turned her head to look at the two monsters.
Before she could give her thanks, The King spoke.
“Does the gift please you?”
Riley stared at him in shock. His voice was rough and deeper than she remembered. She jerked her head in a nod.
“Then you accept.” It was not a question.
Riley tore her eyes away from him to look at the monster beside him, the one she would actually have to mate and gave a weak smile.
“I accept,” she told the bored-looking Moth. He did not reply. He was too busy staring at his king.
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Chapter Two
The first few hours were confusing. The three of them had left her parents’ house and taken a car downtown, but Riley was seated next to The King instead of her future mate. The brown Moth had simply stared out the window, seeming unconcerned by the silent presence between them.
Riley had been all too aware. She had tried to talk with her future mate twice, but he had given her curt, one-word answers, and the conversation fizzled. All the while, she could feel the weight of The King’s attention on her, taking in every detail of her appearance and words. His gaze fed that hungry part of her she thought she had outgrown. The part that saw him and wanted.
When they finally arrived at their destination, the brown Moth slid out of the car and left her behind. Riley had stared after him with wide eyes, given no choice but to let The King help her out of the car. When she was safely out of the car on the sidewalk, his hand had lingered on hers long enough to make her heart race.
The strangeness did not end there. Once inside the steel and glass building the Moths called home, The King had vanished. Another Moth had immediately appeared to take her to her room. Which lay within The King’s personal chambers in the penthouse. Any questions she asked had been brushed off, and she was left alone in her large bedroom.
That had been three hours ago. Riley stood from the plush, queen-sized bed to reach the door. She wanted answers. Her determination lasted until she reached the main living space and saw The King standing at the window with his back to the room. Riley froze in place.
“Riley.”
Riley jerked at the sound of her name and stood up straighter when The King turned to face her. He looked her over with an unreadable look.
“You have settled into your room?”
“What am I doing here?” Riley blurted. Her eyes widened. “I mean—”
“You expected your room to be with your…mate,” The King said, again with that odd tone to his voice.
“I think it should be,” Riley forced herself to say.
The same fluttering feeling was in her belly that she always felt around The King. A remnant of her childhood crush. Nothing important.
“Of course,” he said. The strange, searching expression on his face faded into the cool mask of politeness she was used to seeing. He turned away. “I will have your possessions moved tomorrow.”
Which left her with the evening to spend in his presence. It was equal parts terrifying and exciting. Riley ruthlessly squashed the part of her that still longed to be near him. He was a king. He would never look at her as anything more than a young, misguided human.
“Will you sit with me?” he asked in an emotionless voice.
Riley nodded until she realized he could not see her. “Yes,” she said quietly.
She crossed the room to settle on the end of the sofa farthest from him. After a few minutes of awkward silence, Riley pointedly cleared her throat.
“I was pleased with my courting gift,” she blurted. “Surprised, but pleased.”
The King’s wings shifted, but he did not turn.
“I like art,” she continued, unable to stop herself and needing to fill the silence. “I take classes now. Or, I guess I did. I’m unsure what will happen now.”
The King glanced over his shoulder. “You believe you will be denied your art.”
Riley tried to smile and ended up shrugging. “I guess it depends on what is expected of me,” she said, trying for nonchalance. From the frown on The King’s face, she had missed her mark.
“No one will take your art from you,” he said firmly, looking away again. “I know it means a great deal to you.”
Riley stared at him in shock. How could he possibly know anything about her? As far as she knew, he barely knew she was alive. It was difficult to believe The King would put in the effort to learn about the future mate of one of his subjects. Unless he thought she was not good enough for one of his people.
Riley raised her chin. “I want the mating to work,” she said.
The King whirled around. “Do you?” he demanded. “Why is that?”
Riley blinked at the sudden show of emotion.
“You have an affinity with your chosen mate?” He continued, stalking toward her. “Does he please you so much?” He leaned in close to give her a narrow-eyed stare.
Riley lurched to her feet, forcing him to take a step back. “This mating is very important to my family and—”
“Even though you must know he does not want you.”
Riley flinched. It was the truth and painfully obvious. The drab brown Moth, her future mate, obviously had no interest in her. They were both doing as they were told, and it was becoming more and more obvious that the Moth would toss her away at the end of the season. It would still boost her family’s standing, but some people would assume something was wrong with her.
The King’s gaze softened. “Do you truly wish to mate with Eloin?”
Was that the Moth’s name? It was strange that it had never occurred to her to ask. Riley looked up into the King’s face, trying to understand his expression. His large eyes were darker than usual and focused solely on her. When she accidentally swayed closer, his wings twitched as if they would unfurl.
“No,” Riley whispered. “I don’t want him.”
“The gift was from me.”
It took a moment for The King’s words to sink in. “What?” she muttered in confusion. What did that mean?
“The council believes it is improper for the king to court a human,” The King explained. His gaze moved over her face. “It was decided five years ago that I should not court you.”
Riley stared at him in shock. Five years? She quickly did the math. He wanted her when she was nineteen, back when she still thought she had a chance with him. She was not wrong all those times she thought he was watching her. When she thought he had seemed fond.
“I have decided I no longer care for the council’s approval.”
Riley’s eyes widened when he leaned down. “Um.”
He smiled faintly. “So eloquent.” His smile faded to be replaced by an intense stare. “Will you permit me to court you?”
Riley blinked. The King’s face filled her vision. His eyes, his strong features, his crown-like antennas. Was he honestly offering her everything she had been afraid to want? What would a king want with her?
“Why?” she blurted.
His smile returned, stronger than before. “Do you truly not know? Members of my council have told me I am quite obvious in my feelings for you.”
“You have feelings for me?” she whispered. “Really?”
The King raised his hand to her face but stopped just short of touching her cheek. “Strong feelings, Riley.”
Riley shivered at the way his voice rumbled when he said her name. She fumbled for something to say and settled on the one thing that had been circling her mind for the past few minutes.
“Why bring Eloin to the house if you never planned for us to mate?”
Again, his hand skimmed just inches above her skin. As if he were afraid to actually touch her.
“I had intended to go through with it. If you were pleased with the pairing, I would have stood aside. But I could sense your unhappiness and could not let it go on.”
Riley studied him for a long moment before she tilted her head to the side and let his palm make gentle contact with her skin. The King’s wings rose at the contact, the vibrant colors gleaming in the sunlight.
“Yes,” Riley said. “Yes, I’ll be yours.”
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Chapter Three
Riley stood beside the massive bed and stared, completely enraptured, as The King untied the fastenings holding his shirt together. She had not moved since he set her down. After her acceptance, The King had seemingly lost his iron control. He had swept her up in his arms and carried her into his bedroom like something out of one of the novels her mother denied reading.
The King’s shirt fluttered to the floor, and his wings shifted. The brilliant jewel tones glittered in the sunlight flooding the room. Riley licked her lips. Her eyes wandered from the impressive spread of his wings to his broad shoulders and, finally, down to his second set of arms that was busy unfastening his pants.
She stared, a little breathless, as the ties came free, and he eased the waistband down over his lean hips. Riley took a step toward him and then another, glancing up when his movements paused. His upper set of hands rose to smooth over his chest, scraping lightly over his rock-hard exoskeleton. Riley bit her lip to hold back an embarrassing moan of appreciation.
How many times had she fantasized about him? More than she could count. She had spent countless hours imagining his body under the loose layers he always wore. Imagining what his hard flesh would feel like beneath her soft fingertips. Wondering if he was as controlled in the bedroom as he was everywhere else.
“You must stop looking at me like that,” he grit out, sounding pained.
Riley jerked her gaze up to meet his. “Like what?”
“Like you want to consume me,” he said. He lowered his eyes to look her over. “Or want me to consume you.”
Riley shivered. Her gaze dropped to where his pants were still hooked over one hip. She gave The King a challenging glance and sank to her knees. His surprised gasp was its own reward. She leaned in and panted out a hot breath against the sharp edge of his bare hip.
His fingers twitched in reaction, releasing his pants. They dropped to the floor with a thump. Riley drank in the sight of his bare body. His legs were as thick and strong as the rest of him. Between his thighs, his armor plating had eased open with his arousal. A thick, clear fluid dribbled out of the opening, and Riley could see the tip of his glistening cock.
She braced her hands on his powerful thighs and leaned in until her face was almost touching the most intimate part of him. Riley inhaled shakily. He smelled musky and faintly sweet. Without thinking, she darted her tongue out to taste him.
The King groaned deep in his chest; at the same time, something crunched. Riley raised her head to see one of his hands gripping the bedpost. The solid wood was broken nearly in half. When she looked at him in question, he reached out to lightly brush the curls back from her forehead.
“There is no need for you to do that,” he said, sounding like he was barely holding on to his restraint.
Riley looked down and blew gently on the wet tip of his cock. “What if I want to?”
The King growled something under his breath and gripped the bedpost tighter. “Take what you want.”
Riley gave him a shy smile and dipped her tongue between the plates of his exoskeleton. She circled the head of his thick cock and sucked it into the wet heat of her mouth.
It was heavy and faintly sweet on her tongue, and Riley moaned around it. The sound that rumbled up out of The King’s chest would have been terrifying at any other time.
She felt his thighs tense under her hands, and his body trembled. Riley paused for a moment, trying to decide what to do. She had imagined being with The King hundreds of times, but it was just a dream. She had never tested any of it out. But from his reactions, she seemed okay following her instincts. 
Riley circled her tongue around him and tried a gentle suck. More of the sweetness dribbled out onto her tongue at the same time The King’s fingers curled around the back of her neck. He gently stroked her skin as she sucked on the tip of his cock. He was too big to fit more than that in her mouth, but he made choked-off groans each time her tongue touched him.
“Riley,” he growled.
She raised her eyes to see him watching her with naked longing. Riley hummed questioningly, and he squeezed his eyes closed.
“Riley, please,” he groaned. “Let me have you.”
Riley took the hand he offered and let him pull her to her feet. Her legs felt like jelly, and her belly was warm and fluttery. She stumbled into him and gasped when one of his thighs found its way between hers. Her panties were soaked. When had that happened?
He nudged her chin aside to mouth at her neck, distracting her from the hard jerk that split her dress down the back. She gasped and looked up at him with wide eyes. He gave her a surprisingly flirty grin and returned to sucking kisses down her throat. It felt like seconds had passed before she was naked and lying beneath him on the bed.
His wings spread over them, blocking most of the light from the windows and creating a comforting cocoon around them. The King lowered his face to hers, and Riley surged up to kiss him. The firm line of his lips parted to allow her tongue access, and she hungrily took the invitation. 
She felt drunk on him. His body shook with the effort it took him to remain still for her exploration, and she finally took pity on him.
“Touch me,” she whispered.
He growled ferociously, and more of his weight settled on her, spreading her thighs around his waist. He nuzzled at her throat before sitting up and jerking her hips into his lap. Riley gasped. Spread out across the bed beneath him, she felt like a sacrifice laid out for him.
He ran his huge hands down her body, pausing to cup her breasts before continuing down her torso. He circled a fingertip around her bellybutton playfully, giving her a faint smile, before his hands sank lower and his thumbs gently spread her folds. Riley arched at the first soft brush of his fingertips.
He slid his fingers through her wetness, gathering it on his fingertips to lift to his mouth. Riley watched him in shocked arousal as he slipped his fingers between his lips to taste her.
“I’ve loved you for so long,” he said. “Wanted you for so long.”
Riley cried out in pleasure as he slid two thick fingers into her.
“I’ve thought of this so many times over the years. How I would take you, please you.” He crooked his fingers inside her, and Riley moaned. “How you would moan for me.”
“More,” she gasped.
The King plunged his fingers in and out of her, twisting them to massage her inner muscles until she was nearly incoherent. She clawed at the rich bedclothes beneath her and writhed in his grip. It felt so good. She could not help rocking her hips into his hand, loudly whining for more.
When she thought she would go crazy, he slid his fingers out of her soaked body, and the tip of his cock slipped into her. Riley’s mouth fell open in a silent scream of pleasure as he eased inside her inch by inch. When he was fully seated, his fingers tightened on her hips, and a full-body shiver wracked him.
“Yes!” Riley gasped.
He looked down to meet her gaze and slowly pulled his hips back. He only gave her a brief moment before he snapped his hips forward.
Riley’s thighs tensed, and she cried out in pleasure. The King paused for a moment as if gauging her reaction. When she sent him a pleading look, he repeated the action again and again.
Riley fell into a deep ocean of pleasure. Heat flowed outward from where they were connected, new pulses of ecstasy exploding with each powerful thrust of his hips. His hands dwarfed her hips, holding her precisely where he wanted her as he took her apart a little more each second. She stopped holding back her moans once his fingers began stroking her.
The pleasure peaked so suddenly and powerfully she caught her breath. It trembled out of her in a choked cry as her thighs tensed, and she squeezed her eyes closed. She tossed her head when he continued on, not even pausing, and the pleasure began to rise again. She arched and reached out for him blindly.
“Yes, My King!” she moaned. “Yes!”
The King groaned, and his hands clamped down on her hips a moment before heat flooded into her. Riley thrashed in his grip, bucking her hips as he fell still. Her peak was so close that she could feel the tingles between her thighs. Between one breath and the next, The King slid out of her and ducked down.
He fastened his mouth over her, plunging his tongue in deep. Riley screamed and clamped her thighs around his head as she shook through a devastating orgasm. In her ecstasy, she felt a sharp pain on her inner thigh, but it was quickly swept away by The King’s tongue flicking over her throbbing nub. He lapped at her wetness until she whined and squirmed to escape. Even then, he moved away slowly as if he did not want to leave.
Riley lay limply in the middle of the huge bed. She was vaguely aware of The King chuckling at her laziness and murmuring softly in her ear. Her tired mind could not make sense of his words, so she hummed noncommittally. A warm cloth slid over her inner thighs a moment later, and a gentle prodding rolled her onto her side.
She drifted in and out of consciousness, her whole body buzzing pleasantly. Riley only blinked open her eyes when she heard the curtains close. A heavy weight settled behind her on the bed, and an arm tugged her close to a firm body.
“Rest, beloved,” The King murmured against her hair.
Riley started to drift off when a thought rose in her mind. “Is it always like that?”
He huffed in amusement. “While that was exceedingly pleasant, I have no doubt we will only improve with practice.”
Riley sighed happily. “Sounds good.”
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The Beast in the Subway
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Chapter One
Tara scrolled through her social media feed as the overhead lights flickered. Her earbuds blocked out all but the dull roar of the subway and the occasional loud voice from another passenger. Between her phone and music, it was almost possible to tune out her aching muscles. Her feet were a lost cause.
The steel-toed boots required on the construction site were not the most comfortable footwear, and after an eight-hour shift, her feet hurt even worse than the rest of her. Still, she would not quit.
Her brother had pulled a lot of strings to get her such a good job. She could deal with a little discomfort if it kept her out of her father’s house.
But no matter how thankful she was, she could admit the job was grueling. Her shift started at dawn, and she spent the entire day under the hot sun. By the end of her shift, grit clung to her sweaty skin and blanketed her tightly braided hair. Her blonde curls were gray with concrete dust.
Tara glanced up when the train stopped, and the doors swept open. A group of young men stumbled into the subway car, laughing and yelling insults at each other. Tara immediately looked back down at her phone. The unruly group settled at the other end of the car, and she put them out of her mind.
The noise at the other end of the car gradually increased as the group started to move down the car toward her. Tara glanced at them from the corner of her eye. The other passengers seemed to be trying to ignore them. No one wanted any trouble.
Suddenly, one of the young men jerked a tablet out of another passenger’s hands. The passenger, a middle-aged man, grabbed for his property. The young man laughed and shoved him back on the bench. He tauntingly waved the tablet over his head while his friends hooted and yelled encouragement.
Tara scowled around at the other passengers. They were obviously trying to ignore the older man’s increasingly angry demands. The man made another grab for his tablet, and the younger man punched him. His fist connected with the older man’s jaw audibly, and the man crumpled to the floor of the train car.
Tara surged to her feet. “Hey!” she yelled.
The group looked away from the groaning man to frown at her.
“Leave him alone!” she demanded.
Tara could feel the other passengers watching her, but she did not dare look away from the group of thugs. The men slowly started to smirk. The one holding the tablet casually dropped it to the ground at his feet. He raised an eyebrow at her as he slammed his foot down on the screen with a loud crunch.
“You going to make me, sweetheart?” he dared.
Tara quickly looked down at the older man. He was struggling to rise from the floor. Tara looked back at the group of younger men and squared her shoulders. She wanted to back away from the looks they were giving her, but that’s not how her father raised her.
“If I have to,” she said.
The group looked at each other and laughed. It was not a nice sound.
Tara saw one of the other passengers frantically shaking his head at her, but she ignored him. The group moved down the car toward her. They were less than ten feet from her when the train lurched to a sudden stop. The air filled with screams as everyone flew forward with the train's momentum.
The overhead lights flickered and died, plunging the entire car into darkness. Tara slowly sat up from where she was sprawled in the aisle. She heard groaning as her fellow passengers tried to find their bearings. From what she could tell, the cars ahead and behind hers were dark too.
The tunnel lights outside the subway car did little to relieve the shadows filling the train. It was just enough light to make out the vague shapes of the other passengers. Tara gripped the edge of the bench beside her and painfully climbed to her feet. Her knees ached from their collision with the hard floor, but she pushed the discomfort away.
Tara stepped around the thugs, still groaning on the floor, and headed for the front of the car. There was one car between hers and the conductor. Whatever went wrong had definitely gone wrong at the front of the train.
It almost seemed like they had struck something. Tara frowned and shoved opened the connecting door between the two train cars.
The second the door opened, a small crowd of yelling people almost bowled her over in their attempt to shove through the door at once. Tara gasped as she was jostled and pushed until she was in the first car alone. The door slid closed with a loud thud, sealing out the sound of the crowd’s panic.
“What the heck?” Tara glanced back over her shoulder toward the front of the empty car.
There was nothing there. She started to reopen the door when she caught movement from the corner of her eye. Something moved behind the window in the door that separated the first car from the conductor’s compartment. Tara slowly turned to face the front of the train. A loud thud made her jump, and her heart stuttered.
A moment later, the door to the conductor’s compartment wrenched back, and a huge, hulking shape stepped into the car. Tara’s eyes widened. She heard a deep, growling voice muttering too low to make out any specific words.
“Excuse me?” she called cautiously.
The growling stopped, and two lamp-like eyes swung in her direction. Tara’s mouth fell open.
“Oh,” she breathed. “Sorry.”
The massive beast huffed in what sounded like grudging amusement. He shifted over enough for the light that spilled through the window to illuminate the conductor’s unconscious form sprawled across a bench. Tara hurried forward. She was within arm’s reach of the creature before she realized what she was doing.
Tara awkwardly paused in the shadow cast by his towering figure. “I didn’t mean to, um…” she trailed off, gesturing vaguely at her proximity.
So close to him, she caught the flash of teeth that went along with his sound of amusement.
She started to say something else, but flashing lights lit up the tunnel wall on one side of the train. Tara jerked her head to look toward the door at the other end of the car. Behind the window, she could see the other passengers being ushered out of the side door by emergency personnel. 
Tara turned back to the monster and gasped. A mouthful of sharp teeth was only inches from her face. She jerked her head back to meet the glowing gaze fixed on her.
“I didn’t ask, but how did you get on the train?” she whispered.
The beast blinked in what appeared to be surprise. “The front window.”
Tara frowned, trying to puzzle out his answer. Suddenly, she realized what he was telling her. “We hit you?” she gasped in horror. “Are you okay?”
She received another amused huff. “I destroyed your train, and you are concerned for my health?” he asked. 
“Oh.” Tara bit her lip and glanced toward the conductor. “I guess so. Yeah.”
The monster hummed thoughtfully, leaning closer to peer at her face. “You are an odd human.”
Before Tara could think of a reply, he turned away from her. She watched in shock as he slammed one large hand into the side window, and the glass fractured. The beast shoved the destroyed window out of the way and climbed down on the shadowed side of the train. Tara stared after him until he vanished into the darkness.
“Huh,” she muttered to herself.
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Chapter Two
Tara hurried down the stairs to escape the pouring rain. The sky had opened up soon after she left the job site, and she had foolishly trusted the weatherman. Without an umbrella, she had been at the mercy of the downpour. The hair that had escaped her braid stuck to the sides of her face in wet tendrils, and her work clothes did not look much better.
Once she was underground, she glanced around to see several people eyeing her with varying degrees of pity and amusement. She returned the looks with a raised eyebrow and continued on her way. The platform was as noisy as usual. A group of street musicians was perched just inside the doors, playing for tips and struggling to be heard over the sound of hundreds of people talking at once.
Tara wandered through the crowd to stand in a spot a few feet back from the safety line. She looked around. It was her first time in the subway since her encounter with the monster. The company rotation had her scheduled four days on and three days off every week, working Tuesday through Friday. Hopefully, a Tuesday night would be less eventful than the Friday before.
She had been stuck in the subway for two hours Friday night, as every single passenger on her train had been checked over by paramedics. No amount of insisting she was fine had persuaded them to let her go without their seal of approval. As far as she knew, the wrecked train car had been taken away to be repaired, and the whole thing had been glossed over in the news. Deathfall was used to the occasional odd occurrence and property damage. It came part and parcel with a mixed-species city.
Tara eyed the surrounding commuters. After the adrenalin rush of dealing with the thugs Friday night and the subsequent encounter with the monster, she wanted nothing more than a boring Tuesday night commute. Preferably without any unruly citizens or wrecks. Though meeting the monster had been interesting. And he was charming in an unconventional sort of way.
Tara pulled her phone out of her pocket as the loud speaker announced the next train. She tapped the screen to open her emails when the conversations around her fell silent. Tara slowly raised her head. She saw the reason immediately. A huge, dark form stood at the edge of the platform. A very familiar huge, dark form.
As she stood with the rest of the people around her, she watched the monster tip his head back and visibly sniff the air. It had a strong effect on the crowd. Most of the men hunched down and moved away. Most women stayed in place, but a few inched forward, and others tried to duck out of sight. Tara watched the creature curiously.
The monster’s head snapped in her direction, and all the puzzle pieces came together. With the weather getting warmer, it was easy to forget it was still technically mating season. Apparently, someone had caught his interest. The crowd parted for the towering monster while Tara scanned the women around her with interest. Which one had snagged his attention?
There was a time in her early twenties when she had been attracted to the entire idea of the mating process. It had all seemed very thrilling. There was a hint of the forbidden about it even though it was not actually forbidden. And the sheer presence of the few monsters she saw only encouraged the idea. Eventually, when she reached thirty without inspiring interest in the local monsters, she gave up on the entire idea.
Tara snapped back to attention when she felt the weight of hundreds of stares on her. She glanced around and then up at the beast looming over her. She smiled shyly and stepped to the side to get out of his way. He continued to look down at her.
“Um, hi?” she said.
His lips slowly curved into the amused smile that was becoming his standard expression when dealing with her.
“Hello, again.”
Tara looked away from him long enough to notice the crowd had created a wide open space around them. Everyone was actively not looking at them, trying very hard to appear focused on their phones or private conversations. Tara frowned in confusion and looked up at the monster again.
“What’s going on? Do you need help finding someone?”
The monster tipped his head to the side. “You are very confusing.”
Tara blinked in surprise. “What?”
He leaned down to look her in the eye. It put his face only inches from hers, and Tara examined his features closely. He really was an impressive creature. A mouthful of razor-sharp teeth, large luminous eyes, and a strong bone structure. His eyes almost glowed from beneath a heavy brow ridge, and his perfectly square jaw gave his face an aggressive look. It did not match the amused fondness in his eyes.
Tara found herself leaning in closer than was polite and retreated into her own space. As she did, she watched him sniff the air again. His eyes sharpened on her.
“You have a lovely scent,” he rumbled.
Tara licked her lips, a movement his eyes tracked. “Thanks.”
“I find you pleasing.”
“You do? Why?”
He blinked in surprise as if her response was not what he expected. He recovered quickly. “You are kind and amusing. Is it ever on purpose?”
Tara snorted. “Uh, yeah. Sometimes.”
He hummed thoughtfully, but his deep voice made it sound like a growl. Several people shuffled further away from them.
“I find your company pleasant.”
Tara stared at him. She was usually described as awkward. Or worse. She was not necessarily a people person. Apparently, she did fine with monsters. She smiled at the thought.
“Thank you. You’re nice, too.” She earned another amused look.
“I have something for you.”
Tara watched with wide eyes as he held out his hand. Sitting in the palm of his hand, looking tiny by comparison, was a flat, black box. From the words on the label, it was some sort of stun gun. Tara looked up at him in shock.
“What? Why?”
“If you are ever outnumbered again.”
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Chapter Three
It took her an embarrassingly long time to realize what his words meant. He knew about her almost-fight with the thugs on the train. Which meant he had somehow been watching her. Tara sat on her sofa at home, stun gun in her lap, and stared at it. It was a useful gift, sweet too, but it was obviously a courting gift.
She got the impression there had been a whole dance between them that she had not been aware of. How long had he been observing her before he finally spoke to her? And would he have spoken to her at all if she had not gotten into that altercation with those thugs? Tara gently stroked the stun gun. Had he honestly stopped the train just to help her?
She frowned for a moment before she stood and tucked the stun gun into the oversized pocket of her cargo pants. There was no point in considering his offer if she did not have all the facts. Tara left her apartment and made her way to the closest subway entrance. Before she took more than a few steps onto the platform, a dark shadow fell over her.
“Have you been waiting here since last night?” she asked, peeking at the monster from beneath her eyelashes.
“Yes.”
Tara raised her head to look him directly in the eye. “You didn’t accidentally get hit by the train, did you?”
He stared at her, eyes shining under the overhead lights. A reminder that he was a creature better suited to darkness. It should have awakened her instinct to flee a dangerous predator. It had the opposite effect.
“No,” he growled.
Tara inhaled sharply. Suspecting was one thing, but hearing it was another. Her eyes wandered over his face and lower. She had not let herself truly consider the mating when she thought he was acting based on a single quick meeting. Now, she was allowed to feel all of the curiosity and attraction she had tried to squash.
“How long?” she asked, gaze sliding over his bare chest. “And why me?”
“Eight months,” he said, only answering part of her question.
Tara’s eyes widened. Her gaze dropped, and her eyes moved over the prominent bulge in the front of his fitted pants. She blushed and looked away quickly.
“Have you considered my offer?” he asked.
She could hear the amusement in his tone, even if his expression was carefully neutral. It made her smile. “Yeah, I have.”
He tipped his head in question.
Tara glanced around at all of the people carefully avoiding them. “Could we, uh, talk somewhere else?”
The monster nodded. “Come with me.”
Tara looked down at the huge hand he held out to her. Her entire hand was the size of his palm. She laid her hand in his, not missing how he sniffed the air when they touched. It was pointless to feel embarrassed about the effect he was having on her. Especially if she accepted his offer.
He led her down a short flight of steps to the tracks and through a door in the tunnel wall. It turned into another narrower tunnel and then another. She quickly lost track of the turns they made. The monster turned a corner and stopped abruptly.
Tara stumbled into him, catching herself with her hands on his waist. She looked up, but he was still facing straight ahead. She suddenly noticed he was vibrating under her hands, tension in every muscle of his large body. Tara inched to the side to peek around him.
Another large monster stood in their path. His teeth were bared in a vicious snarl, and he looked ready to spring at them at any moment. At her appearance, most of the tension drained out of him. Tara watched wide-eyed as a pretty, blonde woman stepped out from behind him. Tara waved awkwardly.
“Hello!” the woman said, smiling brightly. “I’m Olivia.”
The woman glanced up at the monster hovering over her protectively. She gestured for him to speak.
He visibly sighed and grunted, “Nox.”
Tara watched her own monster slowly relax.
“Umbra,” he growled before looking down at her. “And Tara.”
Tara’s breath caught. For some reason, it had not occurred to her that he might know her name. Their entire whirlwind meeting and courting seemed to exist in a kind of bubble. A quickly established but strangely strong intimacy beyond something as simple as names. From the knowing look he gave her, he could read some of her thoughts in her expression.
“Well, we have to be going,” Olivia said. “It was nice to meet you.”
Tara smiled at the woman and snorted softly at the pinched expression on Nox’s face. Obviously, the sentiments were Olivia’s alone. Nox and Olivia walked toward them, sticking close to the wall. Tara gasped when Umbra’s huge hand gently settled on her belly to press her back against the wall beside, and partially behind, him.
Olivia sent her a knowing smile before the woman and monster slipped around the corner and out of view. Tara was suddenly intensely aware of how warm Umbra’s hand felt through her shirt. His hand was large enough to span the full width of her torso and curl around both sides. Tara bit her lip and looked up at him.
In the low light of the tunnel, his eyes seemed to glow. He inhaled deeply and exhaled shakily.
“You wished to speak,” he whispered, almost as if he were trying to remind himself.
Tara laid both of her hands over his. His skin was warmer and rougher than her own. She stroked the back of his hand as he stared down at her.
“You are testing my control, Tara.”
Did she want that? Tara looked down at her hands spread over his larger one. If she made the right choice, her naked body could be draped across his in the same way. Heat began to pool between her thighs at the thought. She looked up when he let out a low, rumbling growl.
Yes. She definitely wanted to test his control. He had patiently waited for eight months, guarding her when she did not even realize he was there. He was sweet and charming, and his physical presence wreaked havoc on her libido. Tara let a slow smile curve her lips.
“We’ll talk later.”
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Chapter Four
She only got a glimpse of the room before her monster was tumbling her back onto a soft pallet on the floor. He crouched over her, and Tara giggled when he playfully nuzzled her belly. Umbra lightly nipped at the button of her jeans before he grasped it between his razor-sharp teeth and snipped it off. She was vaguely aware of the button bouncing across the concrete floor, likely lost forever.
The dim light in the room made Umbra’s mottled gray and black skin a dark camouflage. He was like a living shadow hovering over her. He lifted one clawed hand and sliced her t-shirt cleanly down the middle. Tara looked down at herself and then up at him with wide eyes, but he was wholly focused on the soft bare skin of her belly and chest. 
He curiously trailed the back of his claw over her bra. “What is this?”
Tara blinked. “You mean my bra?”
“Bra,” he growled, stroking the lace again. “I like this. Do you have more?”
“Well, yeah, I guess. Why do you—?”
Before she could ask, he sliced the center band of her bra to spill her breasts into his waiting hands. He very carefully flicked the tip of her nipple with his claw. Tara gasped and arched into it. He repeated the motion again and again until both of her nipples were tingling with awareness and swollen from the attention.
She felt herself clench deep inside, wetness between her thighs. Umbra continued to watch her face as she writhed and gasped beneath him. He slowly trailed his claws down her belly, closer to where he knelt between her thighs. He quickly stripped her jeans and panties from her. Tara squeezed her eyes closed as he pressed her knees apart and leaned in to inhale her scent.
He let out a low, rumbling growl of satisfaction. “Perfect.”
He opened his jaws, and his tongue slipped from behind his teeth. Tara blinked in surprise. It was not what she had expected. His tongue was nearly a foot long and vaguely cylindrical. As she stared, Umbra’s eyes met hers, and he licked from her knee to the top of her inner thigh.
His tongue retreated back into his mouth, and he said, “I need to taste you.”
Tara lifted her hips in offering, shivering when the cool air hit the soaked folds of her sex. She clenched again, and he groaned. A moment later, his hot tongue was swirling though her wetness. It ran between her folds, caressing every inch of her and making her thighs tense at the pleasure.
Only his huge hands on her thighs kept her from twisting away from the intensity. His long tongue lapped at her wetness, drinking her arousal with low growls. Tara whined as the pleasure built, and she felt the ache deep inside her. She wanted him.
“Please,” she gasped.
Tara arched with a wordless cry as he plunged his tongue inside her. It was hot and pulsing and just what she needed. She fought his iron grip to jerk her hips for more. He pressed her to the blankets and thrust his tongue in and out of her, the wet sounds echoing off the stone walls around them.
His wide-open jaws closed gently until she felt the barest hint of his deadly teeth. Tara gasped in shocked arousal. Another strong flick of his tongue deep inside her, and she cried out. Her body snapped tight when she came, her thighs trembling in his grip and her inner muscles milking his tongue.
She was still shaking when he pulled back enough to hover over her. His luminous eyes looked over her sweaty, heaving chest with obvious hunger. He bent his head to lap at one of her hard nipples, and Tara jerked, her body clenching around nothing. She still ached with need.
“More,” she moaned.
He stroked her skin with his huge hands, careful to keep his claws away from her soft flesh.
“You asked me why I chose you,” he rumbled before nuzzling her belly. “Do you still desire an answer?”
Tara fought to think past the haze of pleasure. His every touch sent trembles of ecstasy through her. She licked her lips and nodded.
“You are brave, selfless, and kind,” he said, carefully smoothing his rough palms over her hips. “And you are quick to lend aid to others.”
“Wha—?” she broke off with a gasp when his teeth lightly scraped one of her tender nipples.
“Your eyes are bright and full of life, always focused on the world around you.”
Tara moaned as he stroked her inner thighs. “Umbra!”
“And you are the loveliest creature I have ever beheld.”
Shyness warred with pleasure as her cheeks heated. “I’m not. I’m really—” she broke off with a sharp cry as his tongue thrust into her and began to rhythmically massage her inner walls.
Tara squirmed, her toes curling as the pleasure built again. She gasped his name when she came, slicking her thighs and covering his face in her wetness. He released her thighs to crawl up the bed until his face was even with hers. Tara blinked up at him in dazed confusion.
“Make no mistake, you are glorious,” he said in the most serious tone she had ever heard from him. “And I would make you mine if you desire it.”
Tara lifted her legs to wrap her knees around his muscled hips. “I do.”
The tip of his cock nudged against her pleasure-swollen folds to find her entrance. Slick with his own arousal, he eased inside her. Tara arched at the sensation of ridges rubbing pleasurably against her hot, slick inner walls. He pressed forward until she was so full of him she could not remember what it felt like to be empty.
It felt so good it took her a moment to realize he went still. She opened her eyes to see him watching her. His obvious concern swept away any lingering doubts she may have had. Tara smiled up at him.
“I accepted your gift, your offer.” She squeezed her thighs around him. “Make me yours.”
His eyes flashed with their otherworldly glow, and he pulled back to thrust back into her. At her loud moan, he seemed to lose his tight rein on his control. His huge hands circled her wrists to press her arms above her head, leaving her body bare to his gaze. His tongue caressed her breasts as he snapped his hips against hers.
Tara was torn between staring at him in awe and squeezing her eyes closed in ecstasy. He was like a force of nature. Every meeting of their hips drove her closer to a devastating climax. Heat built between her thighs like nothing she had ever felt before. She could hear herself moaning and begging, but she could not stop.
From the heat in his eyes and his fierce snarls, Umbra enjoyed her loss of control. His tongue lapped at her nipples and caressed her throat, and she was vaguely aware of his teeth looming closer. He suddenly thrust hard at just the right angle, and she tumbled over the edge.
Tara screamed when she came, pulses of pleasure flowing outwards from where he continued to move inside her. Every slick slide prolonged the pleasure. Just as she was about to reach another peak, his jaws closed on her shoulder. A wash of pain crashed with the pleasure, and she jerked and came again.
Everything went hazy around her. Tara could feel Umbra gently licking her mating bite, but she felt too exhausted to do much more than sigh at the pleasant sensation. He was still hard inside her, moving in slow, smooth strokes. It was a different kind of pleasure but just as nice.
Her body slowly stopped shaking, and she felt him jerk just before heat flooded her. Umbra growled, long and deep, as he went still. Tara smiled tiredly when he nuzzled her throat. She felt warm and lazy, tucked underneath him the way she was.
“My mate,” he rumbled.
Tara moaned as he eased out of her and moved to her side, pulling her close. She lay her head on his huge bicep and looked at him curiously.
“When did you decide to court me?”
Umbra turned his head to look at her. The same amused look she saw when they first met filled his eyes. “When you were more concerned about my welfare than the train’s destruction.”
Tara blinked in surprise. “Any decent person would be.”
He hummed noncommittally. “As I said then, you are an odd human.”
“Odd in a good way?” she asked.
Umbra gently stroked her cheek with a hand that could crush her skull. “In the best way.”
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The Fertile Harvest
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Chapter One
Annabelle looked up at the crunch of a footstep. Her mother stopped a few feet away and looked across their land. In the fading light, the sparse cornstalks were almost pretty, golden and dry from baking in the autumn sun.
The worry lines on her mother’s face were deepened by shadows. She seemed to have aged years in the seven months since they had settled in Deathfall. Her parents never spoke of it, but Annabelle knew the whole township was headed for disaster. It was not just the corn that refused to grow.
Annabelle looked down at the small, shriveled carrot in her hand. It was the same all over the valley. None of their crops would grow. Some of the neighbors were already talking about leaving, heading further west while they still could. Staying in the barren valley was a death sentence, they said.
But those were not the only whispers she had overheard. Annabelle heard mutters of strange creatures living on the other side of the valley. Groups of monstrous beasts that lived across the stream that split the land in two. The descriptions defied belief, but there had been so many reports it was impossible to deny their existence.
It was not the creatures themselves that stirred her interest but their deeds. According to the men who saw the settlements on the other side of the stream, the beasts had tamed the land. Their crops grew tall, and their livestock was fat. No matter their appearance, they knew how to work the land. 
Annabelle’s gaze drifted from her mother toward the stream. Trees grew thick on the stream bank, but she could make out the vague shape of a settlement in the distance if she squinted. An idea began to take form in her mind. Perhaps, some sort of trade agreement could be established. Sure, they had nothing to give now, but later, after their crops were flourishing…
“Mama?” she called, looking back at her mother. “Has anyone spoken to the creatures across the stream?”
Her mother looked at her sharply. “No. Why would they?”
Annabelle rose from the ground and brushed off her skirt. She considered speaking but shook her head, thinking better of it. She bent to pick up the small amount of food she had managed to harvest and headed for their cabin.
Her mother’s unease was not a surprise. The tentative truce between the settlers and the creatures was rarely spoken of. It seemed silly to her. Someone should make contact and speak with them. They had shown no signs of hostility. They had not even crossed the stream.
It had been months since her family arrived with the handful of others. Surely, if the creatures meant them harm, they would have acted by now. With her mind still mulling over the issue, she pushed open their cabin door and gasped in surprise.
Her younger sister was just inside the door, playing on the dusty floor. Annabelle barely managed to keep from tripping over her. She watched her for long enough to attract her sister’s attention. Clara looked up at her with unblinking eyes. Her face was thin, pale, and far too serious for someone so young.
Annabelle forced a smile and looked away. Clara was a painful reminder of her other sister, who had not survived the hard journey west. Annabelle frowned as she crossed the room to dump her apron onto the table top. She stared at the meager harvest, but her mind was far away. Would she have to watch her other two siblings die during the coming winter? Her parents? Herself?
“There’s no more?” a quiet voice asked. 
Annabelle blinked and looked over to see her sister had abandoned her doll to peer over the table edge at the food. The child looked resigned.
Annabelle shook her head silently.
Clara sighed and turned away. She retrieved her doll and slipped out the open door without another word.
Annabelle stared after her before she looked back down at the table. Her hands fisted on the rough tabletop. The food would not last long. It never did. She could find something each time she went to the garden, but her luck was exhausted. There was nothing else in the garden, and the fields were barren.
Even if her father managed to catch a few rabbits or even a deer, they would not last the winter. Stew could only stretch so far. Something had to change. Annabelle pressed her fists to the table and took a deep breath. Someone would have to do something.
The thought stayed in her mind all evening. It was there as she ate with her family, her parents taking smaller portions so their children could be full. It was there as she washed the dinner dishes and changed for bed. It was the only thing on her mind after the candles were extinguished, and she lay in the dark with her younger siblings pressed in around her.
She lay in the darkness listening to her parent’s quiet snores and the soft breathing of her younger sister and brother until she could not stand it anymore. Annabelle gently slipped free of her cuddling siblings and rose from the floor. She silently crept across the room to the door, where she bent to tug on her boots.
Annabelle slipped from the cabin and carefully shut the door behind her. She stood still for a long moment, her hand pressed against the wood. Everyone she loved was on the other side. If she could make contact with the creatures, maybe she could save them. It was the only hope they had.
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Chapter Two
Annabelle dropped her hand and turned away. The fields were silver with moonlight, and the wind carried a chill as it swept over the hills. It was a stark reminder of the coming cold. Annabelle pulled her coat tighter around her and headed down the path that led to the stream. It was overgrown with disuse, but the full moon illuminated the bare traces of what had once been there.
Dirt eventually turned to pebbles under her feet, and she looked up. She could see the faint glow of lights through the trees on the opposite bank. Nervousness squirmed in her stomach, but she stepped forward until the toes of her boots touched the wet sand. She squinted into the trees.
Shadows moved in front of the fire, too far away to make out any details other than their massive size. Sounds drifted on the wind, grunts, and growls that had to be some form of language. Annabelle stood on the moonlit streambank with closed eyes and listened to the sounds until they blended in with the rest of the night sounds. Until they became something natural instead of terrifying.
She inhaled and let it out slowly, steeling herself. Annabelle cleared her throat.
The noise immediately fell silent. Annabelle watched with wide eyes as one of the shadows broke away from the others and began moving toward her through the trees. It was nearly silent, despite its large size. Annabelle’s eyes flickered from the approaching shadow to the others still standing silently around the fire.
The shadow reached the tree line, and her eyes moved to watch the creature enter the moonlight. Her breath caught in her chest as she tried to make sense of what she saw. The creature was built like a bull, wide-shouldered, broad, and muscular. A barrel-like chest with equally strong-looking limbs.
Now that she could see such detail, it was amazing how quietly the creature had moved through the trees. The longer Annabelle stared at the creature, the more fascinated she became. Her eyes trailed down one long arm to fasten on the claws that tipped the large, long-fingered hand. As she stared, the hand slowly curled into a fist before relaxing again.
“You must be from the settlement.”
Annabelle’s eyes widened, and she jerked her head up to look at the creature’s face. She was unsure what she had expected, but the mild tone and deep, almost soothing voice were not it.
“You speak,” she blurted.
The creature tilted his head, drawing attention to the set of horns on his head. Annabelle stared.
“I do,” he said in the same mild tone.
Annabelle blinked and looked back at his face. He had an angular face, sharp cheekbones, and a square chin. His eyes were dark in the moonlight, black, intense, and unwaveringly fastened on her. A strange thought rose in her mind that it was not an unpleasing face despite its inhuman qualities.
“We had wondered if any of you would ever come to visit,” the creature continued, as if she had answered him instead of asking rude questions and staring. “It has been several months.”
“Yes,” Annabelle said softly.
The creature took a step closer, pausing at the stream's edge. “What has brought you here?”
Annabelle faltered. How much should she say? Would revealing her settlement’s vulnerability bring the creatures down upon them? She nervously chewed her bottom lip, studying the creature's face as closely as he was studying hers. What choice did she really have?
“We are in need of aid.”
The creature stared at her in silence, his face void of expression. He was silent long enough that she nervously wrapped her arms around herself. What would she do if he denied her? How would she save her family? Panic began to rise in her chest, and she felt her breaths coming faster.
“Your crops are failing,” he said. It was not a question.
Annabelle gave him a jerky nod, throat tight with emotion. She could imagine the winter stretched out ahead of them. The months would seem endless as they starved in their cabin among the barren fields. Her little brother’s eyes growing more and more sunken, and her little sister paler and frailer every day. Annabelle blinked away the burn of tears and stood up straighter.
“Yes,” she said. “And none of us will survive the winter.”
“What is it you ask of us?”
It was not the denial she feared she would receive. Annabelle looked into the creature’s dark gaze and spoke from the heart. “My family is hungry. My neighbors, too. We need food to last the winter.”
He studied her silently. “And what can you offer in return?”
They had nothing, Annabelle realized with a sinking feeling. They had nothing to trade. No food, nothing with more than personal value. Annabelle stared at the creature in helpless silence.
“I see.” His gaze softened briefly before it returned to neutral observation. “It was interesting to meet you. I wish you well in the coming months.”
Annabelle watched him turn away, and a soft sob escaped her.
The creature paused and looked back at her. A cool wind suddenly swept past her, and an unreadable look crossed his face. He glanced toward the light of his settlement, the others of his kind still quiet and watchful. He turned back to face her.
“We will have a meeting. Your people and mine. We will discuss this.”
Annabelle hurriedly nodded. “When?”
“Tomorrow. When the sun is highest in the sky. Your people should have no doubt of our nature.” He gave her another unreadable look. “If we are to come to an agreement.”
“Thank you!” she whispered.
He stared at her for a long moment before he turned and slipped silently into the trees.
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Chapter Three
“She thought she was helping!” her father yelled at the other men.
“No one asked her to approach those monsters!” one of the others yelled back.
The group muttered in agreement.
Annabelle stood silently beside her mother with her head down. All around her, the other settlers expressed anger at her actions the night before. None of them could see that she did the only thing she could to save them. In their pride, they would rather die of starvation than bargain with the creatures.
“I won’t watch you die, mama,” Annabelle whispered.
Her mother glanced at her from the corner of her eye, mouth pinched but no longer frowning.
“Not you or papa or Clara or Samuel.”
Her mother gave her a faint smile and shushed her.
“It was a brave thing my Annabelle did!” her father said. “None of us would have done it.”
“Because it is foolish!” one of the men hissed. “Foolish and wrong!”
“She told them our problems, the stupid girl,” another man said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they kill us all in our beds as we sleep.”
“You will not speak of my daughter in such a way!” her father yelled. He glanced in her direction. “She had only good intentions.”
“Well, I won’t be a part of it!” one of the men yelled. Several others echoed the sentiment.
Annabelle watched in shock as men grabbed their wives and walked to their wagons, their children following behind. A girl about her age paused long enough to give her a curious look before she hurried after her parents. Annabelle watched her go. Soon, her family was the only one still standing in the yard.
“It’ll be noon in an hour,” her father muttered, still scowling after the neighbors. “We should prepare.”
Her father nodded to her little brother, and the two walked around the side of the barn, leaving Annabelle with her mother and sister.
“Help me with your sister,” her mother murmured.
They returned to the cabin to wash and dress in their best clothes. Her father thought it would be best to make a good impression, despite his misgivings about the meeting. Her parents were as afraid as the other settlers, but they could see sense. She doubted their hearts could take the death of another of their children.
When her sister and mother were washed and dressed, Annabelle took her turn. The calico dress she picked out, the best she had, was still faded from the sun and bigger on her than it had been a few months before. She self-consciously smoothed a wrinkle from the material and turned to see her mother watching her.
“No matter how the meeting goes, I am proud of you for trying.”
Annabelle stared at her in shock. 
“Now, hurry. We can’t keep your father waiting.”
Annabelle hurried after her, catching her sister’s hand to bring her along. They met up with her father and brother, both freshly scrubbed, and her father led the way down to the stream. No one spoke. The nervous twisting in her stomach blended with the gnawing hunger until she felt light-headed.
Clara’s small hand was squeezing hers hard enough to be painful, but she did not ask her to let go. It distracted her from her fears and the sick feeling in her belly. They arrived at the stream, and her whole family immediately came to a stop. The creatures were already there. And they were even more different than she had imagined.
Her wide eyes moved over fur and scales, teeth, and claws. The creatures were all different from each other. They were every color she could imagine, from bright, startling white to pitch black and everything in between. An instinctual, human fear urged her to flee from the huge, dangerous creatures. Her gaze wandered until she found a familiar face.
She blinked in surprise. In the sunlight, his skin was a deep blue. But that was not all the darkness had hidden. He had wings. Large, leathery wings that she could see peeking above his shoulders. Annabelle stared in fascination. They were beautiful. In fact, if she was being honest with herself, his deep blue skin was equally attractive to her.
“Annabelle!”
She jerked her gaze away to see her father frowning at her. She dropped her eyes to the ground at her feet.
“My daughter arranged this meeting,” her father said. “We are here to talk.”
“Are there not more of you?” the blue creature asked.
“Not that are willing to meet,” her father said.
“I see. Your names?”
“I am Samuel,” her father answered. “This is my wife, Mary, and our children, Annabelle, Samuel, and Clara.”
At the sound of her name, Annabelle peeked up to see the creature watching her. As she watched him, she thought she saw him sniff the air. She stared until her father spoke again, and she looked away.
“And you?” her father asked.
“Cizen,” the creature answered. “The current meeting involves my settlement’s resources. These are the leaders of the surrounding settlements.”
Annabelle looked over the two dozen other creatures in amazement. There were so many settlements they had never imagined existed. The creatures must be spread across the whole valley. With nearly all of the land under their possession, their resources must be almost unlimited.
“Your daughter expressed interest in a trade agreement,” Cizen said. His eyes met hers. “What do you wish to trade?” His words were for her father, but his eyes did not leave her.
Annabelle felt the same fear from the night before. They had nothing to give. There was nothing she would not give, but she had nothing. The weight of defeat made her drop her gaze.
“After the crops come in next year, we could—” her father started.
“Your crops will not thrive as they are now. You will need hardier seed to grow your crops here. I possess such resources, but what do you have to trade for them?”
Annabelle could feel her father faltering. She glanced at him before focusing her eyes on Cizen.
“What do you want?” she asked.
He looked back at her steadily. “I provide for my own.”
Annabelle stared at him until it suddenly sank in. He would help her family if they became part of his settlement somehow. There was only one way she knew of for families to be joined. Her eyes widened.
Her father seemed to gain understanding at the same time. He went still. “If you think I’m going to—”
“Papa!” she cut him off.
He whipped his head around to stare at her in confusion. “You don’t think I would allow this mon—”
“Papa!” She stopped him before he cast an insult he could not take back. “I’ll do it.”
“Annabelle!” her mother gasped. “It’s an unholy thing you are considering.”
Annabelle looked back and forth between her parents. “I would do anything to keep you alive,” she whispered. “Anything.”
Her mother turned away. “I can’t be a part of this,” she muttered.
Her father visibly struggled with the idea. “I would never ask this of you.”
Annabelle smiled faintly. “I know.”
“You agree to the trade?” Cizen asked.
Annabelle twitched at the sound of his voice. She nodded, still staring at her father, willing him to let her do this one thing to protect her family. She could see the helpless resignation in his eyes. He would not ask for her sacrifice, but he would refuse it. He looked down at Clara, who was still gripping Annabelle’s hand.
“Come, Clara,” he said, reaching out to tug the girl away.
The younger ones did not understand, but that was for the best. Annabelle stood straight-backed and watched her family walk away from her. When they were out of sight, she turned back to Cizen and the other creatures. She hid her shaking hands in her skirt.
“I agree to the trade,” she said.
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Chapter Four 
Her words barely passed her lips before Cizen stepped into the stream to wade toward her. She forced herself to stand still as he moved toward her with long, powerful strides. The water rose to his hips, but he never faltered. Annabelle kept her eyes on his until he stopped in front of her.
She flinched when he reached for her, but he did nothing but carefully gather her into his arms and turn back to the stream. Annabelle hesitantly slipped one arm around his neck. She shivered at the warmth of his skin. She had not realized she was chilled until his arms were cradling her against the heat of his chest.  
Cizen carried her back across the stream, and Annabelle tried not to panic. She knew she had done the right thing, but she was full of questions. Questions that could have terrifying answers. She glanced around to see the other creatures drifting away, back to their own settlements, as Cizen easily navigated the trees.
“Cizen,” she said softly.
He stopped walking and looked down at her. She could feel his eyes and forced herself to meet his gaze.
“Am I safe?” she asked.
His eyes, a deep, midnight blue, held the same emotion she had noticed the night before. He gave her a silent nod and looked away to continue toward his settlement. When they cleared the trees, she tightened her grip on him. A bonfire burned at the edge of the trees, tended by a dozen creatures. 
All of them turned to look at her. Cizen’s chest suddenly vibrated with a deep, rumbling growl. The curious stares vanished as if they had never been. Cizen started walking again, carrying her past the fire and into the settlement. The fear tensing her muscles slowly eased as the others ignored her presence.
She looked around curiously. The buildings were taller and sturdier than anything she had seen since leaving New York. The main street was paved with wide flat stones, and the buildings along the street had glass windows. She was so busy staring at the buildings it took her a moment to notice the people.
She caught a glimpse of a smaller figure crossing the street ahead of them and immediately jerked her gaze back to see if she saw what she thought she saw. Sure enough, a slim Native woman casually moved among the creatures as if she belonged there. Annabelle could not stop staring. The woman vanished in the crowd, and another exited what seemed to be the general store.
The pretty, dark-haired woman held the hand of a small creature. A child? The child only came to the woman’s waist, and she appeared to be conversing with it, calmly urging it along at her side. She stopped after a few steps to look back at the store. Annabelle stared in confusion as a large creature exited the store with a large sack and approached the woman and child. They exchanged a few words, the woman smiling up at the creature in what appeared to be teasing fondness before the three walked away together.
“You have questions.”
Cizen’s sudden comment made her jerk. Annabelle looked at him and nodded mutely.
“The women are mates to others in the settlement.” He looked away, and Annabelle followed his gaze to another pair.
The woman looked happy, smiling at the creature hovering over her protectively. As Annabelle watched, the creature gently brushed the back of his claws along her jawline. The woman gave him a flirtatious glance from beneath her eyelashes. Annabelle blinked in surprise. Were they married? It that what Cizen meant when he said ‘mates’?
“How many?” she asked.
“Four. Compatible mates are rare.” There was something in his voice, an emotion that made her look away from the couple to study his face.
Rare. Something worth the food and supplies Cizen was giving her family? Was she one of the mates? She looked down at his chest to avoid the truth she would see in his eyes. She was unsure she wanted to know.
“Where am I staying?” she asked softly.
She felt his gaze leave her like a physical weight. She was unsure if she felt relief or loss. There was something about him. There had been something, an odd fascination, from the first moment she saw him. It was equally curious and frightening.
He shifted her in his arms, gently lowering her to her feet and taking a step back. Briefly, Annabelle felt wobbly without the support of his hands. She looked up at him as he gave her that same look she had seen on his face before. She wished she could decipher it.
“There,” he said.
Annabelle followed his gaze to a building down the street. As she watched, the door opened, and the Native woman stepped out. She glanced around until she saw them. Her eyes moved from Cizen to Annabelle, and she gave her a little wave. Annabelle returned it out of habit.
“That is Lona. She is still in courtship, so you may stay with her.”
Annabelle nodded once and turned to walk away.
“I will be near if you have need of me,” Cizen said.
She nodded again and hurried away.
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Chapter Five
Annabelle watched Lona’s actions curiously. The woman had proven herself to be a friendly housemate, but they could not speak to each other. Lona only knew a few words of English, and Annabelle did not know any Cheyenne.
Over the past few days, Annabelle had noticed Lona seemed fascinated by a pair of white fur shoes. Lona called them moccasins, and they seemed to be a gift from the creature she often saw on the street outside the building. Lona carried the moccasins around their house, setting them down for a few moments before she picked them up and moved them again.
She seemed restless and was almost always deep in thought. Annabelle wanted to help her, but the language barrier made it difficult. After four days, Annabelle quietly excused herself from the house. As part of her had expected, Cizen appeared from the passing crowd.
Annabelle motioned him closer. He prowled toward her, the others moving out of his path, and stepped up on the walkway in front of the building. He came to a stop a few feet away. She had to crane her head back to meet his gaze. Even with space between them, she could feel his body heat. Annabelle shivered.
“Courtship,” she whispered.
His eyes sharpened.
“What is it?” Annabelle asked.
Cizen studied her for a moment before he glanced around. “May we speak privately?”
Annabelle nodded mutely.
“Come with me.” He held out a hand to her.
Annabelle looked from his large hand to his patient stare. She had the odd thought that he would probably wait for hours for her to make a decision. She chewed on her bottom lip for only a moment before she did what she truly wanted and laid her small hand in his.
His skin was as warm as she knew it would be, and the deep blue was stark against the paleness of her own skin. His long fingers curled over her hand, gently pulling her along at his side. They walked around the corner and down a narrow path between the buildings to emerge in a grassy clearing. The grass was cut short for about twenty feet before the tall prairie grass was allowed to take over and blend into the distant trees.
Cizen’s thumb gently stroked the back of her hand before he released her. He looked down at her expectantly.
Annabelle shifted under the weight of his full attention. It was equally terrifying and exciting to be the focus of such a powerful being’s interest. Annabelle turned to face the distant mountains and wrapped her arms around herself. She was unsure where to start.
“You have questions,” Cizen said softly.
Annabelle glanced at him from the corner of her eye and nodded hesitantly. “You said Lona was being courted.”
“Yes.”
Annabelle frowned. “I’ve been living with her for days, and I still don’t understand what I’m seeing. She carries a pair of shoes around with her everywhere.”
Cizen smiled faintly. “Her courtship gift.”
“Why does she get a gift?” Annabelle asked, completely baffled. “Is it like an engagement present?”
“In a way,” Cizen said. For the first time since she had met him, he sounded hesitant. “Among my people, courtship is a sacred, three-part ritual. It begins with acknowledging your mate, presenting a gift, and finally consummating the bond.”
Annabelle turned to face him. She could feel her hands shaking and hugged herself tighter. “And your…mate,” she said. “She has no say in this?”
Cizen straightened from where he had been leaning in close to her. “There can be no mateship if your mate is not receptive to mating,” he said.
“Receptive?”
Cizen gave her a look.
“Oh,” she said softly.
She thought of horses, the way the mares would go into season to attract the stallions. She could feel her cheeks growing warm and looked away from Cizen’s direct gaze. When they met, had her scent given her away? Is that why he asked for her?
Annabelle dropped her arms to nervously twist her hands together. She thought of the fascination she felt when she saw him. The way her skin warmed every time her eyes moved over his powerful body. It was too forward, too appreciative. The urge to reach out and touch every time she saw him.
“Am I…receptive?” she asked.
Annabelle heard him inhale, and a deep purr rumbled in his chest. She dared to look up at him.
“Yes,” he said, pupils dilated. “Very.”
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Chapter Six
Her room had a mirror. Annabelle had mostly ignored it when she moved in, but she found herself staring at her reflection in the hours since she spoke with Cizen. She looked the same as she always had, pale, thin, and short, but inside, she felt completely different. Had she always been someone capable of feeling this kind of attraction?
Annabelle looked herself over. She had met boys her age and young men a few years older, some of them handsome, but she had never felt anything like the feeling growing inside her. Every time she was near Cizen, the flame in her body grew hotter. She could resist if it were just his appearance, but it was his actions toward her, too.
He was so careful with her, so gentle and patient. Every touch of his warm hands made her crave more intimacy. And now, she knew she could have it. It was allowed. If they were mates, she could want him, and it would be alright. Annabelle raised one hand to touch her throat. Just under her skin, her pulse fluttered with nerves.
What would she do if he gave her a gift? What would her parents think? Annabelle looked away from her reflection. She had barely spared them a thought since she left. What must they think of her? Did they even know she was alive?
Annabelle sighed and turned away from the mirror. What kind of daughter was she if she could so easily forget her family? No. She could not decide about Cizen until she saw they were well. Decision made, Annabelle left her room.
She made her way down the stairs and across the front room without seeing any sign of Lona. She opened the door to the street and looked out. As expected, Cizen was leaning against the building across the street. Her eyes wandered over him against her will as he slowly straightened to his full height.
He truly was impressive. His sapphire skin glistened in the late afternoon sun, and his wings flowed down his back like a dark cloak. The street traffic paused for him to cross the distance to stand in front of her. He smiled at her, just wide enough to show a hint of his sharp teeth.
Annabelle smiled back.
“Do you have more questions?” he asked.
“Not exactly.” Annabelle reached out a hand, and Cizen immediately took it. “I was wondering if you would take me to see my family.”
Cizen studied her. “You want to visit?”
“I think I should,” Annabelle confirmed. She curiously watched the various emotions crossing Cizen’s face before he seemed to settle on a neutral expression.
“Very well.”
Cizen led her down the town's main street, past the buildings that had become familiar in the days since she arrived. When they stepped into the trees, she pulled her coat together with her free hand. Out of the sunlight, the air was colder. More like what was expected late in the season.
Twigs snapped under her boots, even as Cizen moved silently at her side. They reached the stream, and Annabelle tipped her head back to look up at Cizen. He still seemed oddly detached. Worry began to grow in her mind. Her family was alright, weren’t they? Surely, Cizen would have told her if something had happened to one of them.
Before the thought could fully form, the bushes across the stream rustled, and her father stepped out of the trees. He froze when he saw her. A complicated series of emotions crossed his face before something like distaste settled there. Annabelle frowned in confusion and followed his gaze to where her hand was wrapped in Cizen’s.
Annabelle forced a smile. Despite the vague hostility, she was happy to see him. She had not realized how much she missed them until she saw his familiar features. Annabelle looked past him to see if her mother or siblings were with him. Her smile faded when she realized he was alone.
“Papa,” she said softly.
His eyes rose to fasten on her face. “I had hoped it was not what your mother thought.”
“What do you mean?” she asked hesitantly.
He frowned. “This. Is this the price you pay for us to be fed?”
Annabelle mentally flinched, looking down at her hand in Cizen’s. “No. No, papa. It isn’t what you think.”
But that was what it would be. She would be doing just what her family feared if she allowed a courtship. Annabelle twisted her hand out of Cizen’s and dropped her gaze to the ground at her feet. What would the other people in the settlement think of her? She wrapped her arms around herself.
“I just wanted to know you were alright,” she forced past the tightness in her throat. “Will you tell the others that I’m alright?”
Annabelle glanced up long enough to see her father nod before she turned and hurried back into the trees. She stumbled forward until the sound of the stream was faint. For a moment, she thought she heard angry voices, but they dropped off quickly. She leaned against a nearby tree and tried to get her heartbeat under control.
What had she been thinking? Obviously, what she felt toward Cizen was wrong. Her mother had called it unnatural. The thought made her heart clench. Was it? If it was so wrong, why did it feel so right to be with Cizen? She sighed shakily.
Suddenly, the fine hairs on the back of her neck stood on end with a flood of awareness. Even though he had not made a sound, she could feel Cizen behind her, silently watching her. Annabelle turned her head to look at him. He stood only an arm’s length from her, his gaze soft with concern.
“I am sorry for what your father said,” he said quietly.
Annabelle turned to face him fully. The sunlight that struggled through the branches above them dappled his head and shoulders. The brilliant sapphire glowed in the dimness, and Annabelle could not look away from him. After a few moments of silence, Cizen’s wings partially opened and closed in what appeared to be a nervous gesture.
Annabelle took a step toward him. Cizen went still, but his eyes studied her face as she drifted closer.
“Annabelle?” he questioned.
Was it really wrong? Her eyes slid from his shifting wings to his powerful shoulders and thickly-muscled arms. It had not felt wrong when his arms held her. Her gaze drifted lower, over his bare chest and flat stomach. She paused at the waistband of his pants.
Shyness drew her eyes back up to his face. He held her gaze as he offered her his hand. Annabelle only hesitated for a heartbeat before she took his hand and let him draw her against him. Her chest only reached his stomach. The size difference should have terrified her, but she felt a forbidden surge of heat instead.
His other hand stroked up over her shoulder blades to cup the back of her head. “May I kiss you?” he asked in a rough growling voice.
Her breath caught, but she nodded. He immediately dropped to one knee, and she found her chest pressed to his, his face only a short distance above hers. She licked her lips nervously. Her body felt alive in a way it never had before, and she wanted more. Annabelle surged up onto her toes to press her plush lips to his.
A low growl rumbled up from his chest, but his hands were gentle as he angled her head to allow him more access to her mouth. Annabelle gasped at the first graze of his hot tongue against her lips. She shyly parted her lips. His tongue slipped inside her mouth like it was always meant to be there.
She moaned softly as his tongue caressed the inside of her cheeks and the roof of her mouth, tasting her like he had been dreaming of it. An unfamiliar heat pooled low in her belly. Annabelle pressed harder against him, hungry for more but unsure of what she needed. She wrapped her arms around his neck and moaned as his lips moved from hers to place worshipful kisses along her jaw and down her throat.
“Yes,” she sighed.
He growled again, deeper and rougher than before, sounding almost feral. One of his huge hands slipped inside her coat to fully cover one of her heaving breasts. The heat sank through the fabric of her dress to surround her hardening nipple, and she moaned in shocked pleasure. His thumb gently circled the little bud, and she shivered, something deep inside her clenching.
“Cizen?” she gasped. “What-what’s happening?”
“Does it feel good, beloved?” he purred.
Yes. God, yes. She nodded frantically.
He groaned something in his native tongue and shifted his body. A moment later, his thick thigh was between hers, and his hands guided her hips into a slow grind. Annabelle squeezed her eyes closed against the onslaught of pleasure and blindly grasped at his broad shoulders.
Heat built between her thighs, her skirt and his pants the only barrier between his skin and her most secret place. A soft whine escaped her gasping mouth when his teeth gently scraped the delicate skin of her throat. She jerked her hips faster, chasing the pleasure.
She was vaguely aware of his deep voice crooning encouragement in her ear between kisses as her body wound tighter and tighter. When the tension finally snapped, she wailed in ecstasy. Her hips jerked uncontrollably as the feeling overwhelmed her. Cizen’s hands moved her hips until the pleasure was too much as she collapsed against his chest.
For long moments, she drifted between sleep and waking, her body warm and sated in a way she had never felt before. Annabelle finally roused herself enough to raise her head from his chest and meet his eyes. His gaze was warm and fond.
“How do you feel?”
Annabelle blinked, still a little dazed. She looked down at herself. How did she feel? Her legs still trembled from aftershocks of her pleasure, she felt soft and wet between her thighs, and a new hunger for Cizen’s touch was growing in her heart and mind. She licked her lips.
“Good,” she whispered, peeking up at him from beneath her eyelashes.
Something equally hungry flashed in his eyes before it was replaced by his usual gentleness. “We should return to town,” he murmured. His gaze dropped to her lips. “Before it grows late.”
Annabelle moaned softly when he grasped her waist to help her rise from his thigh. His hands momentarily tightened on her before he carefully stood and moved his hands to the more neutral territory of her shoulders. She was unsure if she was relieved or disappointed.
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Chapter Seven
Annabelle woke to the sun streaming through her bedroom window, and for a moment, she was confused. Then, it all came back to her. The trip back to town, Cizen quiet and thoughtful at her side, and his soft smile when he left her at the front door of the house she shared with Lona.
Only Lona was gone. Annabelle had called out after the front door was closed behind her and received nothing but silence in return. When she searched the house, she found Lona’s room deserted and empty of anything personal. It had been a long evening in the house alone.
And there had been nothing to distract her from her conflicted thoughts. Annabelle sat up in bed and sighed. She still felt unsettled. The urge to leave the too-quiet house and move overwhelmed her, and she hurried to dress. She was at the foot of the stairs when someone knocked on the door.
Annabelle froze. After a moment, she crossed the room to open the door. Cizen stood on the other side. He looked her over, an unreadable expression on his face.
“I have something for you,” he said.
Annabelle looked down at his offered hand. His long fingers slowly uncurled to reveal a long strip of pale leather. A large, deep blue gem was fastened to the leather by several thin twists of metal. It glinted in the morning sun, the same color as Cizen’s skin. Annabelle stared down at it until Cizen moved his hand closer to her.
“Why?” she whispered. Part of her already knew the answer, but she looked up at him.
“Your courting gift,” he said.
Annabelle looked back down at the necklace. She should hesitate, think long and hard about the decision. Annabelle lifted the necklace from his hand and tied it around her neck.
“You accept?” he asked softly.
Annabelle gripped the stone in her hand, the edges sharp against her skin. “I do.”
Cizen gave her a heated look before he turned sharply away.
Annabelle watched him leave, still gripping the stone in her hand. Now, she waited. Like Lona.
Annabelle spent a few hours at the house before she left to explore the main street. She ended up at the general store. She was unsure how she would buy anything if she wanted it, but the house felt empty without Lona’s presence. And her mind was too full for her to stay still.
She walked the perimeter of the store, vaguely aware of the shopkeeper averting his eyes. Her hand rose to the necklace, fingertips stroking the large stone. She had accepted without any hesitation. It was one thing to admit she wanted Cizen physically, that her body reached out to his, but another to be permanently mated to him. What was she doing?
“We’re lucky, you know.”
Annabelle jerked at the voice from right behind her. She turned to see a pretty, blonde woman just a few years older than her. The woman gave her a considering stare before looking at the shelves in front of them.
“What do you mean?”
The woman visibly sighed. For a long moment, she was silent. When she began to speak, it was in a quiet, sad voice.
“I was married before this,” she said. “Twice, actually. For almost three years, in all. The first one, he was a coal miner. He drank.”
Annabelle frowned in concern, hearing all the things she was not saying.
“When the drink killed him, I was left with nothing. Not even the shack we lived in. I had to marry again.”
Annabelle watched as an emotion crossed the woman’s face like a thundercloud.
“I knew he was a drunk when I met him, but I had no choice. There were worse things. At least, I thought there were. He was…mean.” She inhaled shakily. “One night, he was different than usual. Meaner. He was usually content to blacken my eye, but that night…” She shook her head. “He wanted me dead.”
Annabelle gasped.
The woman did not react, obviously lost in her memories. “So, I ran. I ran until I could not take another step.”
“What then?” Annabelle whispered.
The woman’s eyes cleared of shadows and fastened on something behind Annabelle. Annabelle turned to see one of the creatures standing in the doorway. He was a pale gray, tall, and lean. His large, yellow eyes landed on Annabelle for a fraction of a second before they returned to the woman.
“Then, someone found me,” the woman said softly.
“Is he…your mate?” Annabelle whispered.
The woman smiled and nodded, still not looking away from him.
“And he’s…nice to you?”
The woman looked away from her mate long enough to give Annabelle a heavy stare. “You still don’t understand mates.” She sighed softly. “I didn’t know I could be this happy. I didn’t think I ever would.”
“Oh,” Annabelle murmured. “I’m glad for you.”
The woman gave her a faint smile. “Let me give you a little wisdom? Something I wish I knew when I first met Narik.” At Annabelle’s nod, she said, “If you’re his mate, there’s a reason.”
Annabelle frowned. “You really think so?”
“I know so,” the woman said. “No one can ever love you like your mate.” She started to turn away and paused. “I’m Bridget, by the way. I hope we can talk again soon.”
Annabelle watched Bridget walk away with her mate, the two slipping around the corner and out of sight. Annabelle sighed and looked back at the shelves. Her mind was spinning with the woman’s words and thoughts about Cizen.
If they were mates, there was a reason. She just had to trust herself. And wait.
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Chapter Eight
It had been three days. During the day, she explored the town. Annabelle met with Bridget again and caught a glimpse of Lona from a distance. During the night though, she thought about Cizen.
Sometimes, her thoughts were of where they would live and how they would be together. But mostly, she thought of that day in the forest. The way he touched her and the way she responded.
They could be together like that. He would touch her like that again. Often. She could have that and more. She would be like a mare covered by a stallion.
Annabelle was sitting in the front room, a closed book in her lap, when a soft knock pulled her from her thoughts. She raised her head and looked toward the door. The knock came again. Annabelle rose from the chair to drift toward the door.
Outside the window, night had fallen. The street was empty. She could only think of one person who would knock on her door after dark. Not Bridget, not Lona. 
Annabelle opened the door. At first, she could only see a large shadow in the darkness. It moved closer. The light slipped through the doorway behind Annabelle to reveal Cizen’s broad form. He was watching her with an expression she had never seen on his face before.
It made her feel flushed. She bit her lip, silently watching him come closer. He stopped a hairsbreadth from her, so close her breasts brushed him with each breath. She stared up at him.
“I’ve been waiting,” she whispered.
His large hand settled on the back of her neck, his long fingers slipping into her hair. Annabelle’s eyes fluttered closed.
“May I come inside,” he rumbled.
“Yes,” she gasped. “I want you inside.”
He growled something under his breath and wrapped his free arm around her waist. Annabelle was vaguely aware of the door slamming closed, but she was too focused on Cizen to care. He was a wall of heat against the front of her body. Her knees drifted apart without conscious thought until she wrapped her legs around him.
He snarled and buried his face against her throat, kissing and lapping wetly at her neck. Annabelle arched into the attention. His hand slipped out of her hair to grasp her thigh through her skirt. It was not enough. She wanted to feel his hands on her bare skin.
“More?” she asked breathlessly. Annabelle opened her eyes to see him staring down at her with a burning gaze.
“You want more, beloved?” he asked.
“Yes. Everything.”
The walls passed in a blur as Cizen climbed the stairs. Annabelle’s hands wandered over every inch of him she could reach. Her fingers curled over the tops of his wings, and he stumbled momentarily. She hid her smile against his neck.
He shifted long enough to throw open the door to her bedroom before she found herself sprawled across the bed. Cizen stood at the bedside and slowly unfurled his wings. They were so large they cast the room in shadow. Cizen looked down at her solemnly.
“This is what I am,” he said.
Annabelle looked from his serious face to his impressive wingspan and back. Even now, he was protecting her. Giving her another chance to change her mind.
“They’re beautiful,” she said.
With that, he knelt beside the bed and reached for her. She met him halfway. His claws sliced through the fabric of her dress, and she hurried to shrug out of the shredded remains. She felt flushed, like that day in the forest. Already, she could feel heat pooling between her thighs.
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 briefly flicked up to her face before he ducked his head.
His hot breath caressed her inner thighs and her damp folds between. He groaned and dipped his head lower. Pleasure exploded between her legs. Annabelle arched, her hands fisting the blankets beneath her as the feeling continued.
“Cizen!” she gasped.
What was he doing to her? She could barely hear his pleased rumbles over her moans as he licked and sucked at her. His tongue found a particularly sensitive place and flicked it until she was crying out his name. Her thighs tensed, trembling in his unbreakable grip until the pleasure finally peaked, and she came with a wail.
Her inner muscles fluttered, and she moaned long and loud when he began to thrust his tongue in and out of her. It was more than she had ever imagined. Overwhelming but so good. The wet sounds of his mouth on her made her flush hotter and reach for him.
There was more. She knew there was more to mating, and she wanted it.
“Please,” she gasped. “More.”
Cizen raised his head. She watched him slowly lick his lips as if she were the best thing he had ever tasted. Her inner muscles clenched again, and she saw him scent her. His eyes were feral when they met hers. He slowly crawled up her body, and Annabelle wrapped her legs around as much of him as she could.
His clawed hands landed on either side of her, and he lowered himself down on top of her. Cizen nuzzled her neck and groaned in pleasure.
“Beloved, I don’t know if I can hold back.”
Annabelle tipped her head back to give him more access. “I don’t want you to hold back.” She wantonly rolled her hips up against his. “Mate with me.”
She had heard stories from other married women of what to expect in the marriage bed, but they had never mentioned the unrestrained need. Need to be held, taken, and filled. She ached deep inside. Annabelle raised her hips in a silent plea.
“Open your eyes, beloved,” Cizen said softly.
Annabelle’s eyes snapped open. Her gaze met his just as he moved a hand down between them. She gasped at the soft brush of his knuckles against her soaked womanhood, and her eyelashes fluttered. His eyes moved over her face as the slick tip of his manhood slid between her folds to find her virgin entrance.
He bared his teeth in a pleasured grimace and carefully began to sink into her. Annabelle’s mouth fell open in a breathless cry at the hot, wet slide of him inside her. Her body yielded like it had been waiting for him. Even with his size, her tight, slick heat welcomed him.
Annabelle’s toes curled when he was finally fully seated inside her. She hesitantly shifted her hips. Pleasure bloomed inside her and made her muscles clench tighter. Cizen grunted.
“Annabelle,” he said through gritted teeth.
Annabelle peeked up at him from beneath her eyelashes. She shifted her hips again.
“I am trying to be gentle with you,” Cizen growled.
Did she want gentle? She thought of the frenzy she felt in the forest, the wild, wantonness in her body when he had his mouth on her. Annabelle licked her lips and pulled Cizen down until his lips were a hairsbreadth from hers.
“Don’t,” she murmured. 
Cizen snarled, and his tongue invaded her mouth. Annabelle gave as good as she got, nipping and sucking at his lips. The growl he let out when she nicked her tongue on one of his fangs should have terrified her. It did not. She squeezed her legs around him to encourage him to move.
He wrapped a thick arm around her waist and rose to his knees, settling her in his lap. Annabelle moaned as he slid deeper into her. Cizen did not give her time to catch her breath before he began thrusting up into her tight heat. She could do nothing but cling to his shoulders and gasp his name.
The heat built between them, deep inside her. His free hand slipped down her belly, and Annabelle cried out as his claw flicked the swollen nub between her thighs. At her pleasured cries, he thrust faster. Snarls and growls fell from his lips, his head thrown back as he bared his teeth.
The wet sounds of their bodies meeting filled the room. Annabelle moaned for more. She could not control the fluttering of her inner muscles, spasms of ecstasy stealing her ability to think clearly. She floated in a haze of pleasure. Her womanhood felt hot and swollen with it. She was only vaguely aware of the rest of her body.
She wrapped her arms and legs around Cizen’s powerful body, encouraging his dominant mating. If he felt her nails raking his skin, it did nothing but urge him on. The pleasure built inside her until she felt she would burst. Annabelle cried out his name, a plea for the devastating peak she could feel just out of reach.
“Annabelle,” he rumbled.
Annabelle opened her eyes a fraction of a second before his sharp teeth flashed in the lamplight. Her peak crashed into her, strong enough to rip a scream out of her. She wailed long and loud, her body snapping tight. In the middle of the storm of sensation, a sharp pain bloomed in her shoulder.
Cizen tumbled her back onto the bed. Annabelle clutched at the sheets as he kept her hips in his lap and continued to thrust into her. His movements grew shorter and sharper before he went still, and she felt his manhood pulse inside her. She forced her eyes open to watch him in the throes of pleasure. His back arched, and his teeth bared as he roared.
His claws pricked her hips, just short of painful. When his peak passed, he fell forward and caught himself on his hands. After a moment, he blinked his eyes open and gazed down at her. He smiled faintly.
“Are you well?”
Every part of her was warm and liquid. Annabelle had to clear her throat twice before she could answer.
“Very well,” she said roughly. “So very well.”
The feral glint she had grown to love flashed in his eyes before his gaze fastened on her shoulder. Annabelle followed his pleased smile to a large bite mark. She raised her hand to lightly touch her mating bite. She felt him pulse inside her again. Annabelle pulled him down on top of her.
She thought about the family she saw when she arrived. Annabelle looked up at her mate and smiled a secret smile. By the time the leaves fell, she could have a child in her arms. A child made of her and Cizen. It was a very nice thought.
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The Bonekeeper's Mate
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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.
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 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 shadows.
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 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, 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 said, but not like a corpse. The creature's coloring reminded her of the clouds after the storm had faded.
And it was thin. Not gaunt, as the rumors 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," the creature growled. 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 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 filling a bowl, he poured 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 did her best, 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 to raise the pelt's top edge. 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 scrapes 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 the joint.
"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 came 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 sliced wild mushrooms with a wickedly sharp knife and added 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 wondered 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 cave ceiling.
"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. He was indeed 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. Without 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 for 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 still stood 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.
Briefly, 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 wind's chill 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 saw 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 been interested in keeping bones or anything else." His hands slid away from her.
Bridget twisted around to face him. It put them only inches apart, 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 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. 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 long 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 were 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 hoped 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 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 saw 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. Were they 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 cave's location. 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. They may not see her if she hid among the evergreen's branches. 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 came. 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 went 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 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 did something to her, giving 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 Seven
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 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 tunnel's edge explode 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 at the human man for a long moment before finally looking up at her. She was unsure 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 everything 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 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 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. It would go very differently if he came near you in my territory."
"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 Eight
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 when 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 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. Bridget felt her heart begin to pound in her chest as her mate moved toward her.
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 several smaller tongues winding around her own.
She was so caught up in the strangely pleasant sensation that she lost track of everything else until Narik's long fingers trailed 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 unsure 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 with a mind of their own. They stroked and prodded, finding every sensitive place that made her sob with pleasure. She felt overwhelmed by 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 switched 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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To Tempt a Monster
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Chapter One
Etta toed off her heels and curled up against the arm of the settee. Soft jazz rose from the phonograph in the corner, and a fire crackled merrily in the large fireplace. Etta rubbed absently at her sore feet as she watched the door to the lounge. Any minute now, Keen would come storming in steaming mad as his red eyes reflected the fire. Etta smirked at the thought.
She was unsure when she started riling him up for fun, but it had been a near-constant back and forth between them for years. Ever since her parents died in an automobile accident and left Keen in charge of her when she was seventeen, she had spent her considerable spare time finding new ways to poke at him.
If she thought he looked particularly handsome with the promise of retribution in his eyes, that was no one's business but her own.
Sure enough, right on time, a door slammed upstairs, and heavy steps sounded on the main staircase. It was intentional, and they both knew it. Keen could move like a cat when he wanted to, but he felt the need to further prove his ire. Etta shook her head fondly before schooling her expression into passive boredom.
Keen shoved open the doors with both hands and loomed in the doorway, glaring at her. Etta glanced at him, quickly taking in the way his gray herringbone vest stretched across his broad shoulders. He had lost his tie at some point earlier in the night, and the top two buttons of his perfectly starched shirt were undone. For him, it was borderline indecent.
Etta dropped her gaze to her perfectly manicured nails and made a show of examining them. She could feel the ire rolling off of him like waves of heat.
At times, he greatly resembled his dragon distant cousins. She imagined she would see fire in his chest if she looked hard enough. Some days, it was a miracle that he did not singe his overly-proper attire.
“Did you want something?” she quipped.
Keen stood perfectly still in the doorway. The only sound from him was the faint crunch when his clawed fingers uncurled from their death grip on the edges of the doors.
Etta sent him a cool look from beneath her long eyelashes. “Edmund will not be pleased if he has to replace those doors again.”
Keen’s only reply was a humorless smile that was more a baring of the teeth than anything pleasant. Oh, he was certainly in a mood.
Etta allowed some of her amusement to show on her face, and Keen’s expression darkened further. If she did not know him so well, such a fierce expression on an already fierce countenance would give her heart palpitations. Her gaze skimmed over the sharp teeth before fixing on his eyes.
“Well?” she demanded, slouching further into the arm of the settee.
Keen’s left eye twitched at her deplorable posture, but he did not comment. He slowly prowled further into the room.
“You did not return by curfew,” he said.
Etta shifted to hide the pleasant shiver that his deep voice evoked. “I’m far too old for a curfew,” she shot back.
Keen paused in front of the fireplace, and briefly, he was hallowed by fire like some sort of pagan god. “As long as you live under this roof, you have a curfew.”
Etta felt a familiar flare of annoyance. “I could leave,” she shot back.
Keen let out a low growl, quiet enough that he probably thought she could not hear. “You will not.”
“I will in a few weeks,” she reminded him.
Keen's expression shuttered. The winter season was something they had always skirted around. Every year, for six years now, Keen sent her away with friends during Mating Season. The City of Deathfall grew cold and far emptier for several weeks while the city's inhuman inhabitants followed the call of their instincts. Etta had never witnessed a single season.
Her parents always arranged their European holidays around the season. Keen was left in charge of the business while his partner and his family traveled.
By the time Etta returned each year, the heavy, expectant energy was gone from the air, and everything was as it had been. Even now, she had no idea how Keen spent the time. If he tried to pair up like so many others.
“Yes,” Keen confirmed. “I have made arrangements with Miss Larpin’s family for you to travel with them.”
Etta frowned down at her lap. “I could stay this year. I could make myself scarce.”
Keen stood up straighter. “Absolutely not.”
The denial felt like a challenge. “Fine,” she agreed. She rose from the settee and gave Keen a cool look. “I’m going to bed.”
She was unsure what to make of his expression, a combination of aggravation and something dark and unnamed. “Good night,” he said.
Etta swept from the room without a backward glance.
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Chapter Two
The days ticked down, the weather growing colder, and Etta drove the thoughts away with rich wine and good company. She went from glamorous party to glamorous party, the youth of the upper-class gathering for a last debauched week before they would all drift out of the city until the spring.
Etta sprawled across a sofa in the crowded lounge of yet another townhouse. Her wine glass was nearly empty, hanging precariously between two manicured fingers. She ignored the party around her to stare into the blood-red liquid in her glass. The chandelier made shadows in the wine, and she could not look away.
She did not want to go. The thought seized her all at once, and she nearly dropped the delicate crystal. Etta sat up slowly, and her vision swam briefly before settling.
She frowned at her glass. She did not want to leave this season. Every other year, her resistance was simply part of the tug-of-war of wills between herself and Keen. This year was different.
Something was different between them. It was like a shadow lingering out of sight, a base awareness of him that had only been hinted at before. Etta carelessly set her glass on the side table next to the sofa and stood.
The skirt of her dress fell to caress the skin just below her knees, as was fashionable at when. The long pearls around her throat swung with each one of her unsteady steps, and she crossed the room to the balcony doors.
The cold air on her face was bracing. She walked to the railing with only the barest smiles for the others sharing the space. She was the only one outside without a coat, and the winter air bit at her bare arms and legs until she shivered. It was unpleasant, but it pushed back the buzz of alcohol to sharpen her thoughts.
What was it she wanted? She knew she did not want to leave, but did it necessarily follow that she wanted to stay? Keen was enigmatic at the best of times. Aside from being protective and grudgingly fond of her, was there anything else? And what was it she felt? What was that pleasant tingle under her skin every time they were in the same room?
Etta blew out a heavy sigh that fogged the air in front of her. No matter what Keen seemed to think, she was not a child and had not lived her life like a nun.
There had been a few men, some stolen kisses and fondles in dark corners at parties, and she knew what it was to be touched by a man. She was not some blushing young thing, no matter how she often felt like one around Keen. And there was the undeniable fact that she liked what she saw when she looked at him.
Despite his best efforts to hide it, she knew there was a broad, muscular body under his gentlemanly suits. The perfect tailoring did nothing to hide the breadth of his shoulders or the thick muscles of his limbs.
He was a magnificent male specimen, built for hunting and taking down prey, and he busied himself with accounts and investments all day.
But if she could only free him of his austere trappings for one moment…Etta licked her lips at the thought. She knew things would be far different with him. He was not a frivolous young man, flitting from woman to woman as his moods changed. She did a bit of research when Keen thought she was with friends.
His species only mated once in a lifetime. Keen would only have a single mate in a lifespan that could span multiple centuries. Unfortunately, the book she snuck a peek at had not been clear on how that mate was chosen. Little was known of the monsters who shared the city of Deathfall. It was endlessly frustrating.
Even still, she was not dissuaded from her pursuit. She had checked the city records as far back as they went. There was never a mate listed for Keen. He could be hers if only she could break through his layers of restrained instincts. The teeth he bared in frustration could mark her pristine flesh and bind him to her forever.
“Drink?” a voice slurred from behind her.
Etta turned to see the party's host grinning and holding a glass of sherry. Etta huffed in amusement and tossed it back.
“What’s the matter, Richie?” she purred. “You look a little bent.”  
Richie snorted and took another gulp of his drink. "I've had a few. That doesn't mean I can't have company."
Etta gave him a saucy wink. “Sorry, babe. I gotta blow.”
Richie groaned but shrugged good-naturedly. "I had to try. Hurry on home to Daddy, baby."
Etta gave him a playful shove that nearly toppled him. “Oh, dry up, Richie.” She brushed her lips across his cheek on her way by. “You’re a goof.”
“And you’re goofy for that killjoy at home,” he shot back with a smirk.
Etta looked back over her shoulder and narrowed her eyes playfully. “Says you!”
Richie laughed until he began to hiccup.
Etta rolled her eyes and kept walking. She wove between the press of bodies in the lounge to emerge into the entryway. The hallway closet was packed to overflowing with coats, hers buried somewhere in its depths. She rolled her shoulders in a shrug and grabbed the coat on top.
It was a man’s coat that hung to her ankles and smelled like cigar smoke and whiskey, but it had a fur lining and would beat back the cold. She slipped the buttons through the holes and made her way to the front door. Outside, the flow of traffic was still heavy, and it was easy to flag down a taxi.  
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Chapter Three
The fireplace was blazing bright when she stalked into the lounge and collapsed into the chair in front of the fire. Her thighs were on full display, but she paid them no mind.
In a fit of impulse, she pulled off her heels and tossed them aside. Etta sat staring into the flames for several long moments, letting the heat settle into her bones until the fur coat around her felt stifling.
She shrugged it off to drape around her in the chair and fished her beaded clutch out of the right pocket. It was too small to hold much, just lipstick, a compact, and a silver cigarette case embossed with her initials. Etta flipped open the case and snagged a cigarette. She was just clicking her lighter when a door slammed upstairs.
Etta smirked to herself and took a deep inhale of smoke. She timed it so she was casually exhaling a stream of smoke when Keen wrenched open the lounge doors. He scowled immediately.
“No smoking in the house,” he ordered.
Etta locked eyes with him and took another puff. She blew it out slowly, watching his jaw clench in annoyance. “Who’s gonna stop me?”
Keen’s eyes flashed, and he started across the room toward her. “You prance around here like you own the place. Your damn cigarettes stink up every room you enter-”
Etta raised an eyebrow at his language. “You want me to quit?” she demanded, cutting off his rant. She snuffed out her cigarette on the mahogany side table beside her. “Fine. I quit.”
Keen bared his teeth. “You insolent, spoiled little-” he bit back the rest of his words.
Etta’s eyes narrowed, and she slowly stood from her chair. It put them only a few steps apart.
“Little what?” she demanded.
Keen’s jaw clenched, but he stared back at her silently.
Etta took two steps forward to close the distance between them. From so close, it was impossible not to feel the heat that poured off him. The size and breadth of him threatened to distract her. She craned her head back to glare up at him.
“Go ahead,” she goaded. “Little what?”
Keen’s eyes narrowed, and in the next breath, he crowded her back against the wall beside the fireplace. His hands settled on the wall on either side of her head, each hand capable of crushing her with little effort. The idea should not have sent a thrill down her spine. Keen leaned down until they were nose to nose.
“Little temptress,” he growled.
Etta blinked in surprise. “I am not!”
Keen bared his teeth in a humorless smile. "Oh, yes," he said. "You are. Always draping your long legs over the arm of the sofa. Always trailing your fingers over everything." His eyes glanced to the side as if he was imagining it.
Etta stared at him in amazement. The aloof Keen was long gone, and a wildness lived in the familiar eyes.
"And that scandalous red lipstick," he snarled, pinning her in place with his glare.
Etta frowned. “Now, wait just a minute. Everyone wears-”
“Everyone is not you,” Keen cut in.
Etta huffed, trying and failing to ignore the way her breasts brushed his chest when she did. “Well, I hardly see what difference-”
Keen growled deep in his throat, and Etta snapped her mouth shut. “Must you always be so difficult?” he demanded.
Etta raised her chin, and his eyes flickered to the vulnerable flesh of her throat. “Yes,” she said.
Her eyes fastened on his mouth, so close to hers she could feel each gust of hot breath. Her lips tingled with the urge to close that gap between them. She licked her lips. If she moved forward just slightly…
Keen’s spine snapped straight, and he took a large step back from her. He looked away toward the door as if he expected to be caught fraternizing with his ward. Between one heartbeat and the next, all that was wild in him was securely locked behind the walls of gentility again. Etta watched it happen with more than a little frustration.
“I apologize,” he said, brushing his hands over the unwrinkled fabric of his suit jacket. He still refused to look at her. “I’m unsure what came over me.”
Keen glanced at her only briefly, a look full of so much heat she felt singed by it before he muttered his apologies and fled the room. Etta watched him go with a faint smile. Now, she only needed to convince him to let her stay during Mating Season. Once he courted her and she accepted, he would be hers. One thing was for sure, she was not leaving.
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Chapter Four
She was leaving. Etta glared at the foot of her bed where a trunk and two suitcases sat packed and patiently awaiting her departure. They had already been ready when she came back from shopping that afternoon. An envelope at her bedside contained a train ticket and the tentative itinerary of the family she was accompanying on vacation. 
The only thing to indicate who left the envelope on her bedside table was her name written in Keen’s blocky, no-nonsense script. Etta sighed heavily and dropped onto her bed. So much for progress. It seemed the events of the night prior had only increased Keen’s insistence on getting rid of her. She was unsure if it was guilt at his loss of control or…
The idea that he simply did not want her as a mate raised its ugly head, and Etta ruthlessly shoved it away. There was no time for doubt when she had been playing the long game for over a year. She wanted him this year and every year, and there was at least a budding attraction on his part. Etta was willing to work with what she had.
Or she had been before she returned home to see the packed bags. An idea formed in her mind, a sneaky plot that would place her square in his sights at the most opportune time. Etta smiled smugly to herself and stretched out on her bed. If all went according to plan, in a week, she would be stretched out in a different bed and definitely not alone.
The next morning, she dressed and prepped and dutifully followed the men carrying her bags down the stairs to the car waiting out front. She only glanced back once and had to bite back a smile. Keen stood at the top of the stairs watching her. Even from where she stood, she could see his death grip on the wooden railing. She tossed him a jaunty wave and passed over the threshold in high spirits.
The Douglas family owned the townhouse next to Keen's; she went on vacation with them the last few years. Their oldest daughter, Audrey, was only a year older than her and moved in the same circles. The Douglas' were already loaded into their town car by the time she reached the sidewalk. Audrey leaned far enough out of the window to wave.
As Etta returned the wave and slid into the backseat of the waiting car, she allowed herself a glance up at the second-story windows. The curtain to Keen's office shifted so slightly it could have been a rogue breeze, but Etta knew better. Just out of sight, Keen was watching her go. What was he thinking? Feeling? She wished she knew.
The car pulled away from the curb, and she turned her attention to the road ahead.
"Excited for your trip, Miss?" the driver asked.
Etta smiled faintly. “Absolutely.”
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Chapter Five
They took the train east to the coast. Etta laughed and joked with Audrey, but part of her mind was always occupied elsewhere. She had decided it would be easiest to slip away at the busy union station. She would hop a train back the way she came and be back in Deathfall in a few days.
Her plan worked remarkably easily. Audrey was a romantic at heart, and a few hints at a beau back home had her all aflutter. She was happy to distract her parents long enough for Etta to hurry away and board a train going west. From there, it was simple to take a cab back to Keen's townhouse.
As she looked out of the taxi's window at the city, there was a stillness that she had never seen before. The usual foot traffic was greatly diminished, and even the streets seemed emptier. Before she could ask, the taxi stopped in front of the house.
“You be careful now, Miss,” the driver said. “It’s that season.”
Oh. Etta blinked at him in surprise before she came to her senses and smiled. “Thank you,” she murmured. “I’ll be careful.”
The taxi idled at the curb until she opened the front door and slipped inside. She waited until the sound of the engine faded and looked around. The house was completely dark. If not for the faint sound of crackling firewood, she would have thought the place was empty.
Etta silently slipped off her heels and left them by the door with her clutch. She tiptoed to the doorway of the lounge and peeked in. It was a sign of how distracted he was that she could catch Keen unaware. He sat straight-backed in the chair beside the fireplace, his gaze fastened unseeing on the dancing flames.
She had never gotten a chance to look at him without his heavy stare looking back at her. Etta took her time looking him over while she had the chance. What she saw made the butterflies in her stomach flutter nervously.
He was a study in opposites. He was as impeccably dressed as always, but that was where the facade of humanity ended. His huge hands were curled around the arms of the chair, his sharp claws just short of piercing the leather. There was a sense of waiting, barely leashed tension that held him poised at the brink of…something.
Etta frowned. She scanned the room, but there was nothing out of place. She noticed and tried not to that there was no sign of anyone else. He had not had any company while she was gone. The knowledge settled something in her that she had not realized was unsettled. She sighed softly and looked back at Keen.
His gaze snapped from the fire to fasten on her. It felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room as she stared back at him with wide eyes. No matter how tidy his suit or straight his tie, his eyes marked him as something so very Other. His red eyes reflected the flames of the fire, and there was nothing civilized about them.
Whatever blandness Keen usually used to make himself seem more human had been stripped away, and there was only the primal, inhuman part of him staring back at her. Etta told herself she was being silly, but that did not keep her from standing perfectly still as he rose from his chair.
She had the crazy thought that if she ran, he would chase her down, and… Her mind stumbled there. What would he do? What did she want him to do? She licked her lips nervously as he slowly prowled toward her. Everything, she decided breathlessly. She wanted him to do anything and everything to her.
“You shouldn’t be here, Etta,” he said softly. The tone did not match the predatory look in his eyes.
Etta reached behind her to grab the door frame with both hands. “I don’t see why not,” she said.
Keen’s lips pulled back in a smile with far too many teeth. “It’s dangerous this time of year.”
It was a warning, of course, but fear had nothing to do with her weak knees. She leaned back against the door frame as he crowded in close. Heat rolled off him in waves, a testament to how close he was to losing control. He leaned down until they were face to face.
“You should flee,” he murmured. His gaze moved over her face like a caress. “It is not safe for you here.”
Etta inhaled shakily. Her lungs filled with the warm scent of his sandalwood aftershave and something specific to him, a sort of reptilian musk she had always found oddly comforting. She released her tight grip on the door frame and reached for him.
“I’m always safe with you,” she said.
He caught her hands before she could make contact. “Not tonight,” he said.
Etta looked at their joined hands. His hands were massive compared to hers, just as the rest of him was, but his grip was gentle. He had always been gentle. It was no good trying to convince her he was some sort of raging monster when he was always protecting her from the dangers of the world.
“Always,” she repeated.
Something flickered in his eyes. “You don’t understand,” he said.
A sudden coldness filled her as a horrible thought took form. “Do you have-?” she broke off and looked around the room again. “Are you courting someone?” she asked.
“No!” he said, seeming put off by the idea.
It was both a relief and a disappointment. Etta looked down at their hands again before slipping hers free of his grasp and dropping her arms to her sides.
“Well, at least I’m not interrupting,” she muttered.
She did not know what to do with herself. She came back to…she drew a blank. To convince him she was worthy? To beg him to choose her? Etta shook her head at herself. It was foolish of her to come back early.
“I’ll go,” she said weakly. She gathered herself and raised her chin. “I’m sorry I bothered you.”
The fire that had been briefly banked rose in Keen eyes as he scowled. "Sorry," he repeated darkly.
Etta mirrored his fierce glower. “That’s what I said, isn’t it?”
The door frame crunched somewhere over her head as his hand clamped down on it. His eyes narrowed dangerously. “That mouth of yours is going to get you into trouble.”
“Says you,” she shot back.
Before she could process what was happening, Keen’s hand was inches from her nose. She blinked at his open palm and the gleaming circle at its center. What?
Her eyes knew what she was seeing, but her brain took several beats to make the connection. Etta raised her eyes from the gold ring to meet Keen’s intense stare.
“It’s a ring,” she stated numbly.
A flicker of amusement came and went from his eyes. “It is.”
“But…you’re giving me a ring?” It could not mean what she wanted it to mean.
“I am.”
“But…I smoke in the house,” she whispered. He really meant it.
“And yet…” Keen dropped his gaze to the ring meaningfully.
He could be her’s. The thought circled around and around in her mind. All of him. Forever. All she had to do was take the ring and slide it onto her finger.
She already knew it would fit perfectly. Keen was too precise not to know her size. Etta caught her bottom lip between her teeth and reached for it. Keen’s scaled palm was smooth and warm beneath her fingertips as she lifted the ring and quickly slipped it onto the appropriate finger.
“I accept,” she whispered into the quiet between them.
Keen gave her a smile that was all teeth.
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Chapter Six
She had not known what to expect when she accepted his offer. It had seemed like such a distant possibility. If she had let herself imagine, she would have expected Keen to kiss her, of course. And, perhaps, show a bit of the wildness she had only seen in flashes. She would have expected the bedroom to enter into things eventually.
She would have been wrong. Wonderfully, toe-curlingly wrong.
At the sight of his feral smile, Etta bolted. She had to run. The words had been said, but a true acceptance for one of his kind was the courtship chase. She ran, and he chased her. She did not even reach the stairs.
With her pulse pounding in her ears, excitement and arousal simmering in her belly, she made it through the doorway and halfway across the foyer before Keen caught her. He wrapped his impossibly strong hands around her waist and spun her around to face him. His size overwhelmed her as he pulled her in tight against him.
He seemed to fill up the world. All she could see was him. All she could feel was the heat radiating off of him to envelop her and bring a light sheen of sweat to her skin. His scent filled her lungs with every shallow breath, and her eyelashes fluttered at the firm bulge pressed against her belly.
“K-keen,” she stuttered as he knelt to slide his wide palms up the back of her thighs.
Even on his knees, he was taller than her. His hands reached the lacy hem of her bloomers, and his lips quirked. Etta had only a moment to realize what he intended before her underwear slipped down her thighs to the floor. It left her with nothing but her garter belt beneath her skirt.
As his fingers curled over the dainty fabric of her garter belt, he kissed her. The world seemed to go still. The faint street sounds faded into the background at the first touch of his lips on hers. Keen kissed like he had been thinking about it. Like he stayed up most nights imagining the taste of her mouth.
He gently fit her bottom lip between his to suck on it until it was plump and red, and his long tongue curled to stroke the roof of her mouth. Etta's eyelashes fluttered closed, and she blindly grasped at his vest to pull him closer. She was faintly aware of her garter belt slipping down to her ankles before his hands returned to slip further up her inner thighs.
Etta’s mouth fell open in a wanton moan at the first teasing touch of his fingers on her naked womanhood. She brazenly draped one leg around his hip in silent invitation. His tongue slipped between her lips as his fingers gently parted her dewy folds. He made a guttural sound deep in his throat when he felt how wet she was for him.
“There was only ever you,” he murmured against her lips.
Etta tried to question him, but the slow slide of his fingers stole her breath away. She moaned as one of his thick fingers slowly eased inside her tight heat.
She had always admired his hands. They were as large and strong as the rest of him, each finger wider than two of hers. She had laid in bed more than one night, touching herself to the thought of those hands on her.
The reality was so much better. His hot, thick finger spread her virgin womanhood each time it slid inside her, pulling gasped moans from her lips. The sound of his finger moving inside her was obscene. A small part of her was embarrassed by how wet she was for him.
“I dreamed of this,” Keen said. He lightly drew his sharp teeth over her plush bottom lip. “Every time I smelled you at night.”
Etta cried out as he slipped a second impossibly thick finger into her. She tried to focus past the heat and stretch that made her want to whine his name.
“Smelled me?” she moaned.
“When you touched yourself,” he growled. He pumped his fingers faster. “I could hear your sweet cries of pleasure. Smell the scent of your desire.”
Etta blushed hotly and buried her face in his shoulder. Her hips jerked into the pulse of his fingers, the pleasure growing until she was gasping his name.
“Yes, Beloved,” he growled. “Let me hear you.”
His thumb slipped between her folds to rub at the place that always made her cry out in ecstasy. The touch of his hand was so much better than her own. She could feel herself losing control. She clung to his vest as her hips jerked uncontrollably, chasing her pleasure.
“Come for me, Precious,” he rumbled in her ear. “Come!”
His snarled demand seemed to rip the orgasm from her. Etta whined his name as she clenched deep inside, her body clinging to his gently thrusting fingers until she shuddered and went limp in his lap.
“Beautiful,” he said. Keen pressed a kiss to her panting mouth before rubbing his cheek against hers.
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Chapter Seven
Keen's hand was warm and solid around hers as he led her into the lounge. When they reached the sofa, the very one he complained about her sprawling across, he turned and sat. Etta shifted in place. With him sitting in front of her, still completely dressed and unruffled, she was hyper-aware of her appearance.
She wore nothing but her dress. Her bare thighs, slick with her arousal, pressed together. From the way Keen inhaled and gave her a slow once-over, he could smell how ready she was. He reached down to unfasten his pants, and Etta bit back a moan when he reached into the fly to pull out his cock.
Even in his huge hands, it looked large. Etta inhaled shakily and eased closer. It was a dusky red, the tip nearly flat and wider than the already thick shaft, and the entire length was covered in a pattern of ridges. It would never be mistaken for a human cock. The thought sent a wave of want through her.
Etta tore her eyes away when Keen crooked his finger at her. She drifted closer, close enough for him to embrace her if he wanted. Instead, he reached down to grab the hem of her dress. In one swift movement, Keen stripped her of the last of her coverings.
She stood naked in front of him and tried not to show how much it affected her. From the heated way he watched her, Keen knew her squirming was pure arousal. He gave her a predatory smile and leaned back against the sofa, spreading his arms along the back.
“Take what you want, Etta,” he offered.
Etta dropped her gaze from his heavy stare to his cock. It twitched as she licked her lips. Her cheeks blazed with the force of her blush, but she carefully crawled onto the sofa to straddle Keen's wide lap. His muscular thighs tensed under her, but he stayed in place.
After years of waiting and wanting, what she wanted was there for the taking. Etta reached out with one hand to wrap her fingers around the slick shaft of Keen’s manhood. It was warm, glistening with slick, and her body clenched at the thought of taking it.
She grabbed a handful of Keen’s vest to help raise herself over him. At the first touch of the fever-hot head of his cock at her entrance, a growl rumbled deep in his throat. Etta relaxed her thighs, and the wide tip began to spread her open. She gasped in shocked pleasure.
He was so big. She was unsure if she could take him. Just when the stretch began to edge into something harsher, her body sweetly surrendered. The tip of his flared cock slipped inside her, and she threw her head back at the aching pleasure of it. With a shuddering moan, she sank down an inch.
Her body clamped down hard, and Keen snarled. Etta forced her eyes open, unsure when she had closed them. Keen’s gaze was feral, not a shred of the proper gentleman left. As she stared at him with wide eyes, he raised his hand to his mouth and licked his thumb.
Before she could do more than tighten her grip on him, he reached down between them and firmly rubbed at her wet folds. Etta cried out, her thighs giving out, as she sank down on him fully. She gasped his name, a half-formed plea before he pushed her over the edge.
She moaned for more. Keen grabbed her waist with one hand and jerked his hips up into hers. Etta arched and begged him to do it again. Keen stroked his thumb over her soaked womanhood as he began to bounce her on his cock. He slid out halfway, only to plunge back into her over and over.
The wet slap of their bodies filled the empty room, loud even over her cries of pleasure. It was more than she could have imagined. She felt half-mad with the ecstasy of it. Etta writhed on his ridged cock like a wanton as the pleasure made her clench over and over.
“You will look so lovely round with my child,” Keen murmured, seemingly to himself.
The words found some hidden part of her, and she gasped in shocked arousal. Keen tilted his head at her. She met his gaze briefly before looking away, cheeks blazing.
“Ah,” he hummed. “I see.”
Etta whined at the hard grind of his hips. He teasingly flicked at the nub nestled in her wet folds as his eyes searched her face.
“This excites you,” he purred.
Part of her wanted to deny it, but she found herself moaning instead. Keen caressed her until her thighs were trembling, and she could feel herself falling.
Keen leaned forward to whisper in her ear. “Do you want me to breed you, Precious?”
Etta came with a choked scream.
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Chapter Eight
Her mind and body felt light and floaty, and she gave herself over to Keen completely. She knew he would never let harm come to her. When he pulled out of her, she whined at the loss but let him arrange her as he pleased. She dazedly found herself on her knees, draped over the ottoman.
Before she could question it, Keen gently pressed her thighs apart and pushed his monstrous cock back into her tight heat. Etta gasped and partially raised up on her arms. He felt even bigger from the new angle, spreading her wide and filling her completely. Keen leaned down over her to nuzzle the back of her neck.
“I am going to put a baby in your belly,” he growled. “Would you like that?”
Etta spread her legs wider, tilting her hips to urge him deeper.
“Do you want my seed to flood your womb, beloved? Do you want to be overflowing with my spend?”
“Oh, God!” Etta gasped. It felt scandalous to talk of such things, but it made her body flutter around his lazily thrusting cock.
“I will fill you until you do not remember what it is to be empty,” Keen growled.
His thrusts sped up. His body pressed her into the plush ottoman as he plunged in and out of her. Etta suddenly realized that she could not move even if she wanted to. It should not have tightened the knot of arousal in her belly, but it did.
His body, so much larger and stronger than hers, had always drawn her gaze. Stirred her desire. Now that she was under him, at his tender mercy, she could admit exactly how much it turned her on. She whispered her thoughts aloud.
Keen paused briefly before he snarled, and his claws sank into the floor beneath them. He took her hard, snapping his hips into hers and growling. Etta clung to the ottoman. She squeezed her eyes closed against the tidal wave of pleasure rising in her.
She could feel herself fluttering deep inside, clinging to Keen’s cock as if her body craved what he had promised her. The words circling in her mind fought to escape. She whined long and loud when her peak finally hit. The words tore free from her.
“Breed me!” she gasped.
Keen's sharp claws scored the floor, and his hips jerked hard one last time before heat erupted inside her. He paused for a moment and then lazily rolled his hips. Etta moaned at the gush of spend that slid down her thighs. She trembled at the next slow roll of his hips.
He was still hard inside her. The ridges on his cock dragged against her slick walls in a maddening tease.
“Keen,” she whined.
He paused, and another gush of spend filled her. “My love,” he purred.
The pure adoration in his voice almost took her breath away. How had she not known he was hers all these years? The slow roll of his hips drew her out of her thoughts with a moan.
“I want it,” she gasped.
The heavy slide of his cock slowly inched her closer to her peak, but she was hungry for it. She wanted it now.
“Spoiled,” Keen murmured in her ear. There was not a drop of censure in his tone.
Etta sighed in pleasure as his hand slid around her hip to where she wanted it. He caressed her softly, inching her toward her peak with the stroke of his fingers and gentle rolling thrusts. She felt the pleasure rising in her, slower and deeper than before.
Keen’s cock twitched, and another gush of his seed filled her. She was going to be pregnant by morning. The thought made her clench down on him, increasing the drag of his ridges against her tender walls.
“Keen!” she gasped.
The pleasure was building higher and higher, frightening in its intensity.
“Let it come, Precious,” Keen said, sounding as overcome as she felt.
His fingers stroked faster between her thighs, zeroing in on the place that took her breath away. He rubbed in tight little circles that made her jerk her hips, unsure if she wanted to squirm away or push into it. Pinned under him, she had little choice.
Her peak slammed into her. Her muscles snapped tight as waves of ecstasy flowed outward from where they were joined. She was vaguely aware of screaming her pleasure, her hips jerking into and away from Keen’s insistent fingers until she was sobbing in overwhelmed bliss.
One last gush of his seed filled her before he went still. Still trembling, Etta moaned weakly when Keen gathered her in his arms and moved them back to the sofa. He settled her on his lap, still deep inside her. Her inner muscles fluttered, drawing a groan from him.
“You’re still…” Etta turned her head to look up at Keen.
His lips curved enough to flash sharp teeth. “I will keep my seed inside you until it takes.”
Etta inhaled shakily at the surge of arousal. “And then?” she whispered.
Keen’s long tongue slipped out to flick toward her. “Then, Beloved, I will lick the excess from your body.”
Etta moaned. “Yes, please.”
Keen leaned down to nuzzle her cheek. “I live to spoil you.”



OceanofPDF.com


The Widow and the Wolf
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Chapter One
Milly remembered things based on the day of the week. She always had. They called it The Great War. It was the war to end all wars, they said. For her, it started on Friday. Her husband, John, left on a Tuesday. She found out he had died on a Monday. His last letter came on the following Thursday.
Milly ran her hands over the folded letter in her lap, the paper worn soft and thin from years of folding and refolding. She only allowed herself a moment to look over the beloved name at the bottom before she tucked it back into her bottom drawer and dressed for the day.
It had been five years since she received the letter. Her husband was buried somewhere far away that she would never see, laid to rest with the thousands of others who left and never returned. She was hardly the only one in her situation. Like all the others, she kept her chin up and marched on.
The job she left to marry John was happy to take her back. At first. The company had changed in the two years since she left, and a different man had taken her old boss’s position. He was more handsy than she was willing to accept, and he quickly had her replaced by someone younger and more easily cowed.
Her new job at the garment factory did not pay as well, but it was enough for a small place in the city and groceries if she was careful. And she did not have to put up with a pompous boss’s lewd comments. It was nothing like what she had once had, but it was enough.
Milly glanced at herself in the faded mirror beside the front door and smiled tiredly. The circles under her eyes did not fade anymore, not even after a night of sleep. She sighed and left her apartment.
“Morning,” one of her neighbors grunted as he trudged past her door to the stairs.
Half a dozen children played at the sink in the hallway, splashing water all over. They giggled and ducked when the man playfully swatted toward them on his way by. Milly smiled at their antics.
“Mornin’, Miss!” they chorused when she squeezed past them.
“Good morning,” she returned.
Their giggles followed her down the stairs to the ground floor. Several of her female neighbors were out in the courtyard chatting. Two hung laundry on the line as several others peeled potatoes and chucked peas.
“What are we eating?” Milly called as she walked through the group.
The group laughed and shouted several different dishes at once. Milly’s smile did not fade until she was out on the busy sidewalk. A cold wind blew down the street to chill her to the bone. Her thick tights did little to warm her, and her coat was due for replacement.
Milly set her jaw and stepped into the flow of foot traffic. She walked as quickly as she could, head down to avoid the worst of the wind. Ahead of her on the corner, the paperboy was shouting the day's headlines. Milly felt the change in the people around her before she registered the boy's words.
“Mating Season Comes Early!” the boy shouted.
Milly raised her head to squint at the paper the boy was waving. Sure enough, she saw the same words in large block letters. But it was so early. Milly glanced at the paper again as she hustled by. She was expecting to have more time before she had to take off work.
She had been struggling to save enough for the weeks she would be off work, but she was still short. She needed the extra two weeks of work time. Worry twisted in her stomach as she rushed down the street to the factory. Dozens of other women were already out front, all discussing the same topic.
Milly forced a smile when several of them turned to look at her. “Good morning,” she said.
“I don’t know about good,” one of her co-workers said. “It’s already that time of year again.”
The other women nodded. Mating Season was mostly spoken about in whispers. Everyone knew someone, usually a friend of a friend’s neighbor’s cousin, who was the mate of one of the Deathfall monsters. Milly did not know anyone. Her only interaction with the monsters was…
Her thoughts trailed off as the door opened, and a towering figure ducked through the doorway. Benjamin. Milly’s eyes rose to meet his, only to find him already looking at her. Milly blushed and looked away. As he began to usher the women inside for their shift, she kept her gaze on the ground.
When it was her turn to move past him, she was careful not to brush against his large body, but she could not stop herself from taking a deep inhale of his scent. Warm and musky with a hint of the sandalwood soap he used. Milly exhaled shakily and hurried away.
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Chapter Two
She had been drawn to her shift supervisor from the moment she started at the factory. He was quiet and did not speak much, a drastic difference from other supervisors. The women she worked with told stories about the man who held the position before him, an angry, blustering man who yelled constantly and smelled of cheap whiskey.
The workday was calm under Benjamin's supervision. He was a quiet presence watching over the work floor, his keen gaze feeling protective rather than exacting. And when his eyes moved over her, all she felt was warmth. It had been a long time since she felt so seen.
Any fear she had felt at his appearance had quickly been put to rest from his first words to her. No one with such a deep, softly rumbling voice could be frightening. Despite his towering stature, muzzle full of teeth, and massive clawed hands, his temperament was kinder than many men she knew.
It had not taken long for his gentle ways to turn her head. No one had cared for her since her husband left. It had been nearly six years since someone had asked her if she was warm enough, or needed more coffee, or felt alright.
There had been no one to lean on for so long, she had wrapped herself in Benjamin’s kindness like a warm blanket. Even if he did not mean it the way she came to want it.
Milly kept her head down and followed the rest of the women to the work floor. She quickly fell into the repetition of the work, letting it hold her attention so her mind would not stray. She felt Benjamin slowly circling the room, but she kept her eyes down. She was not some desperate thing.
The day passed quickly, and soon, the women were murmuring their goodbyes. None of them would see each other for the duration of Mating Season, all of them staying close to home. Even the single women were staying in. None of her coworkers seemed interested in being chosen as a mate.
Milly told herself she was just like them. She would need to continue working for at least another week or two, but she was uninterested in being chosen as a mate. By anyone. Her eyes drifted to the silent shadow near the door as she shrugged on her coat. The light glinted off his golden eyes as he stared back at her.
She felt her cheeks heat and hurriedly buttoned up her coat. As the room emptied, she realized she would have to hang back to speak with Benjamin. Alone. The thought sent a shiver of anticipation down her spine. Milly waited until everyone had left the room before she walked toward the door.
Benjamin watched her approach with steady eyes. When she was as close as it was proper to be, he tipped his head at her in question.
“I will be here tomorrow,” Milly blurted.
Briefly, there was amusement in his eyes. “Very well,” he rumbled.
Milly shifted in place at the warmth in his tone. Did he always sound like that? She suddenly could not remember what else she wanted to say. As she mentally flailed, Milly stared up at him.
His lips briefly quirked up enough for her to catch a glimpse of a single fang before he was sedate again. “Do you need an escort?” he asked gently.
Milly opened her mouth to answer and paused. Did she want him to walk her home? Walk her to work? She let herself imagine what it would feel like to have his steady presence at her side, feel the warmth that radiated off of his large body so close to hers. She coughed lightly.
“I think I can manage,” she said quickly.
“Very well,” he said again.
She stared at him long enough that he smiled faintly. “Oh!” She gestured toward the door. “I’ll be going?”
“Good night, Mrs. Newman,” he said.
“Yes. I’ll go home,” she rambled. “Millicent is fine. Or Milly, actually. Good night.”
“Good night, Milly,” Benjamin said, an obvious note of fondness in his voice.
Milly blushed hotter and fled.
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Chapter Three
She was down the block, nearly to the corner, when a voice called out to her. She spun around, and her eyes widened. Benjamin strolled toward her with a wrapped package in his hands. Even walking, his long legs ate up the distance between them shockingly fast.
It was startling how fast he moved, and she felt a little breathless. Somewhat hunted. She tried not to fidget when he stopped in front of her. She kept her eyes on the package he held out toward her and tried not to think about the people on the street around her.
They probably thought she was being courted. Milly smiled humorlessly. Benjamin was kind to her, maybe even fond, but he certainly did not want her for a mate. There were whispers about her whenever someone mentioned their children or a new baby on the way. It was an open secret.
The point of Mating Season was children, the one thing she could not give anyone.
“This is for you,” Benjamin said. “I noticed your coat needed replacing.”
Milly blinked in confusion. “You noticed…” she trailed off, staring at the package in his large hands.
"Will you allow me to give you this?" Benjamin asked. The question felt heavy as if he were asking something far different.
Milly brushed the thought away. He was just being generous with an employee. From the tailored trousers and vests he wore and the whispers among her coworkers, Benjamin had more money than a simple supervisor should. She glanced up when she realized she had been silent too long.
Benjamin’s golden eyes were focused on her and her alone. The crowded street did not seem to phase him in the least. And why should it? He was not the one with inappropriate thoughts. Milly reached out to take the package.
It was heavier than she expected. She carefully untied the twine holding the thick paper closed, and a fur coat spilled out into her arms. Milly stared, vaguely aware her mouth was hanging open. It had to have cost a small fortune.
“I can’t accept this,” she said quickly.
“You do not like it?” Benjamin asked, moving closer.
Milly shook her head at the hint of hurt in his tone. “I do, but it’s…”
Her hands stroked over the soft fur, her fingers warm for the first time since she stepped outside the factory. It was too much. Far too much for someone like her. It was a gift for a woman you loved, not someone who worked for you. She bit her lip and held it away from her.
“It’s too much money. I can’t.”
Benjamin’s hands reached out to hover over hers, so close she could feel the warmth. Want hit her like a bolt of lightning, and she swayed forward. His hands gently gripped her arms to steady her, and Milly gasped at the contact.
“It was not as expensive as you might think,” he said, voice rumbling in the chest only inches from her. “I supplied the pelt myself.”
“You supplied—” Milly broke off, and her hands tightened on the coat covetously.
He had hunted something specifically for her coat. Benjamin, kind, gentle, soft-spoken Benjamin, had stalked something through the forest. All the predatory instinct his body promised had been unleashed on his prey, and he was presenting her with his trophy.
Arousal rose in her so fast it took her breath away. No matter how much she told herself she was reading the situation wrong, she could not stop her body’s reaction. She heard Benjamin take a deep breath. His fingers tensed on her momentarily before he softly stroked her shoulders and let go.
“Will you accept my gift, Milly?”
Milly inhaled shakily and breathed out a quiet “Yes.”
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Chapter Four
As she slid into the coat the next morning, a single thought swirled around in her mind. Was she being courted? The coat certainly felt like a courting gift, but maybe she was reading the situation wrong. What would Benjamin want with a barren widow?
Milly swallowed hard to banish the tightness in her throat. The burn in her eyes faded slower. She was, if nothing else, painfully aware of her situation and what it meant for her. Her likelihood of finding another good man willing to marry her was nonexistent.
She sighed and left her apartment. It was colder than the day before, but she did not feel the cutting wind through the new coat. Benjamin’s warmth was still with her even when he was not present. The fanciful thought made her scoff at herself, but she did not stop cuddling into the fur.
The sidewalks were emptier, with so many women staying home. Milly was the lone woman in the crowd of men. They were visibly on edge, quiet, and watchful. Whenever a large figure emerged from an alley, the men around her shied away to give the monster a wide berth.
She felt several heavy stares during her walk. Once, a large, scaled creature stepped into her path. Milly only had time to glance up and notice it sniff toward her before it jerked back and moved as far away as possible. Milly frowned at it curiously as she passed. She thought of the faint scent of sandalwood and musk on her coat and smiled.
She reached the factory without anyone speaking to her, man or monster. Benjamin was waiting at the door for her. He stood taller when he saw her wearing the coat. Milly was unsure if she imagined the possessive light in his eyes, her desire coloring an innocent glance.
“Good morning,” she muttered as she hurried past him through the door.
She felt him behind her before she heard the door close. He was a wall of heat at her back, like the warmth of a fire on a cold night. And she had been cold for so long. Milly shrugged out of her coat and hung it over the back of her chair.
She glanced over her shoulder to see Benjamin still looming over her. As much as she wanted him closer, she knew it was not for her. He was not for her. She gave him a weak smile and sat to begin her work.
Only a handful of other women were on the work floor. All of them middle-aged and married, past child-bearing age. Milly’s stomach twisted. She fit in well with them. The reminder helped to put the romantic notions out of her mind.
A few minutes after she sat, the door opened again. A short, balding man came in with a gust of wind. He slammed the door and immediately began shouting. Milly kept her head down. The man stomped up and down the rows of tables, stopping to mutter at each worker he passed.
When he finally reached her, Milly was so tense she could feel her muscles trembling. She glanced up from beneath her eyelashes to scan the room. She did not see Benjamin anywhere. The other supervisor leaned against the table beside her, and she could feel his gaze. It slid over her like greasy, grasping fingers.
“Nice coat, kitten. You been doin’ extra work at a can house?”
Milly jerked her head up to glare at the insult. “I beg your pardon?” she asked tightly.
The man had the gall to smirk at her. “Pretty dame like you,” he said, looking her over slowly. “With a coat like that. Give a man ideas.”
Just as she opened her mouth to give him what for, likely losing her job, a shadow loomed behind him.
“Enough!” a deep voice growled.
The other supervisor jerked and spun to face Benjamin. The man visibly wilted. “B-benjamin,” he stuttered. “I was just-”
Benjamin’s eyes narrowed, and his lips pulled back from his teeth in a ferocious smile. “I know exactly what you were doing,” he rumbled.
Benjamin’s ears flicked as he tipped his head to look down at the man. There was something animalistic and dangerous in his eyes. All trace of his usual softness had been replaced by a predatory amusement.
“Do you have anything to say to Mrs. Newman?” he asked with false lightness.
The other supervisor sputtered.
“Now!” Benjamin snarled.
The man stuttered out an apology Milly barely heard, her eyes too focused on Benjamin to spare him a glance. Her heart pounded in her chest, and heat pooled deep in her belly. Desire made it difficult to catch her breath. She was vaguely aware of the other supervisor hurrying away.
Benjamin watched the man go before he looked down at her. His eyes immediately softened.
“Would you like me to take him outside?” he asked gently.
It took Milly a moment to realize what he was asking. A shiver of pure want swept over her. She struggled to get herself under control. As the thought entered her mind, she watched Benjamin’s nostrils flare. His eyes closed, and a soft growl rumbled in his chest, almost a purr.
“I-I don’t think that’s necessary,” Milly stuttered.
Benjamin's hands curled into fists at his sides. "Very well," he said softly. He visibly exhaled, and the tension left his shoulders.
“I should go back to work,” Milly mumbled. She tore her eyes away from him to look down at the table in front of her.
After a moment, he silently drifted away.



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Five
The rest of the day passed in a blur. The other supervisor did not return. It felt like she blinked, and the other women were putting on their coats to leave. Questions were swirling in her mind, a mess of her fears and desires. More pressing than the rest was the need to know how Benjamin felt.
She rose from her chair and gathered her coat in her arms. Once the last of her coworkers had left for the day, she made eye contact with Benjamin, where he stood near the door.
“May I speak with you?” she asked softly.
He closed the door and locked it. There was a finality to his movements that should have alarmed her. She was trapped in the building with him, but all she felt was anticipation. She would finally have her answers.
Benjamin led her to the office just off the main workroom. He held the door until she passed and closed it behind her. He flicked on the lamp beside the door. Milly only glanced at the room before she turned to face him. He leaned back against the door with his arms crossed, his ears grazing the ceiling each time they moved.
Milly’s breath caught. Her eyes moved over the navy blue vest stretched over his chest and the starched white shirt that struggled to contain his powerful biceps. She tried to move her eyes up to his, but he crossed one large foot over the other, and her eyes dropped.
His neatly pressed trousers did nothing to hide the massive bulge between his thickly-muscled thighs. A breathy moan slipped free before Milly could bite it back. She felt her face flame and jerked her eyes up to Benjamin’s face. His ears flicked as he slowly licked his lips. His sharp teeth were startlingly white in the golden lamplight.
“You wanted to speak to me,” he said softly.
Milly opened her mouth, but no sound came out. She helplessly watched him shift his weight, muscles rippling under the pristine suit. His golden eyes glowed from the darkness of his fur. She suddenly knew with absolute certainty that he knew exactly how he was affecting her. She pressed her thighs together under her skirt and cleared her throat.
“I want to know your intentions,” she blurted. “The coat. It was not a courting gift.”
Benjamin studied her for a long silent moment. “It was.”
“Of course,” she said. “I knew it could not be—” she broke off, and her eyes widened.
Benjamin’s lips twitched up to reveal the tip of a fang. “I am courting you,” he said.
“B-but you…” Milly reached behind her blindly until she felt the office chair. She sank into it, fearing her legs would not hold her.
There had to be some kind of mistake. She looked up from her knees to see Benjamin towering over her. He sank to his knees as she tried to make sense of the situation. His hands gripped the arms of the chair only inches from hers. Milly clung to the chair to keep from reaching out for him.
“I am courting you,” he repeated, voice deep and edged with a growl. “I want you.”
The three words carried more weight than any sentence should. Milly licked her lips.
“You want me,” she repeated. “For the season?”
Benjamin’s eyes moved over her face. “Until you tire of me.”
She had tried to resist him. She had tried. There was no resisting the kind of offer he was making. She was not strong enough to stare into her desires and not take what he was so willing to give. Milly leaned forward in the chair.
Benjamin moved to meet her. Her fingers sank into the thick fur on the sides of his face as he parted her lips with his long tongue. Hot and slick, his tongue stroked the inside of her cheeks and twined around hers. With a desperate moan, Milly sucked on it hard.
Her small hands scrambled at the front of his pants until she found the top button. Benjamin growled against her lips but made no move to stop her. As she slipped the button free and moved down to the second, she could feel his manhood pressing hotly against his fly.
Benjamin pulled back enough to lap at the sensitive curve where her neck met her shoulder. When her eager hands finally eased inside his fly, his sharp teeth grazed her skin, and he groaned deep in his throat.
“I want to—” Milly broke off, unable to say it aloud.
She looked him in the eye and lightly gripped his manhood. Benjamin’s body shuddered. He slowly stood, leaning over where she sat to grip the back of the chair. Milly tipped her head back to take his tongue between her lips for a moment before she dropped her gaze.
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Chapter Six
Oh. He had felt large in her hand, but she had underestimated his size. Her fingers could not reach around him without a large gap between her fingertips. His size was not the only intimidating aspect of his manhood. It looked very little like a human man’s member.
It was vaguely pointed, the head flat and angled toward the tip. The shaft thickened toward the middle, large enough to make her womanhood flutter in a combination of excitement and alarm. Milly lightly trailed her fingers over the bulging veins crisscrossing his hot flesh.
“Milly,” Benjamin groaned.
Milly glanced up to see him staring down at her, his teeth bared as he panted. She gave his shaft a gentle tug, letting the slick skin drag along her palm. His claws pierced the chair back as he arched in pleasure. Milly licked her lips and did what she had wanted to do from the moment Benjamin gave her the coat.
She leaned forward and sucked the tip of his manhood into her mouth. Benjamin let out a ferocious snarl, and his thighs tensed on either side of her knees. Milly swirled her tongue around the head of his shaft and moaned.
She had never minded using her mouth on her husband, but it was not a craving. Not like the hunger consuming her as she stroked her soft hands up and down Benjamin's shaft, swallowing down the copious amount of thin spend. It spilled over her lips to drip onto her lap.
Benjamin’s body was vibrating with tension as he struggled to hold still. She dropped her head to suck at the bottom of his shaft, and he snapped. Milly gasped as he was suddenly in her face with blazing eyes and a lolling tongue. He flipped her skirt up over her waist and tugged her bloomers down her legs before burying his face between her thighs.
Milly arched at the sudden shock of pleasure. His tongue swept between her slick folds, lapping at her hungrily as he growled like a ravenous beast. Milly moaned his name and reached between her legs to spread herself for him. His tongue swiped over her fingers before taking what she was offering.
His long tongue found her entrance and slipped inside. It twisted and curled inside her, finding sensitive places she never knew existed. Milly fisted a hand in the thick scruff of fur on the back of his neck and jerked her hips frantically.
It had been so long since she had been touched. She ached with the need to come on his writhing tongue, to wet his fur with the evidence of her need for him. Benjamin growled and increased his pace. His cold nose bumped against a place that made her want to scream, and her thighs trembled where they cradled the soft fur on either side of his face.
She panted for breath, needy whines spilling from her lips with every devastating plunge of Benjamin’s tongue. The pleasure wound tighter, and she could not control herself. She cried his name when she came, her wetness gushing from her to wet his fur.
As fast as the pleasure came, reality crashed in. Milly bit her lip to still its trembling. This was not for her. When Benjamin knew the truth, he would not want her. He could not.
She forced herself to sit up straight in the chair and smooth her skirt down over her thighs. Benjamin eyed her, a furrow between his brows as he sat back on his heels. Milly tried not to stare at him, licking the evidence of her pleasure from his lips.
“What is it?” he asked quietly. He laid a gentle hand on her knee.
Milly swallowed hard. She had to tell him. It was not fair to let him think it could work between them. She forced herself to say the words, feeling them cut on the way out.
“I can’t give you what you want,” she said.
Benjamin’s frown deepened. “I don’t understand.”
Milly’s eyes burned. “I tried with my husband,” she said. “Before the war. We wanted children, and we tried for over two years. I didn’t—” she shook her head. “I can’t.”
Understanding dawned in Benjamin’s eyes. “I see.”
Milly waited for him to move away from her. And waited. She stiffened when he gently grasped her around the waist to pull her into his lap. His claws lightly trailed over her back until the tension shivered out of her. She slouched against his chest.
“I really can’t,” she said softly. “I tried.”
Benjamin hummed. After a moment, he said, “My adoration is not conditional.”
“You say that now, but what if…?” Milly looked up at him.
“Do you know when I knew I wanted you as my mate?” he asked.
Milly shook her head mutely.
“The day you started. You stood outside before your interview. It was raining. The whole city was gray.” Benjamin’s gaze moved over her face. “And then a woman walked past you with a child, and you smiled. It was like watching the sun come out.”
Milly gave him a teary smile. “Really?”
“I have spent every day since trying to make you happy.” Benjamin cupped her face between his huge hands. “That is all I want from you. Let me make you happy, Millicent.”
Milly nodded, unable to speak past the tightness in her throat.
Benjamin's eyes glowed with pleasure. "Come with me."
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Chapter Seven
Milly stood on the pedestal in the dressmaker's shop, frowning at herself. The dress did not fit. As the seamstress bustled around the pedestal, muttering to herself, Milly tried to figure out what had gone wrong. She had her first fitting a week after she chose her dress. At her second fitting, everything had been perfect.
With the wedding only two weeks away, she came for a final fitting. And the dress did not fit. Milly turned to the side and squinted at her reflection. Had she put on weight?
"Ate dessert before supper, did you?" the seamstress asked cheerfully.
Milly blinked in shock. Her hands flew to the slight swell of her belly. Could she really be…
"That's not possible," Milly said weakly.
"Wouldn't be the first mate I've seen in the family way at a fitting, ma'am."
But she had tried with John for two years. She had only been with Benjamin for three months. Her mind spun.
She had not bled since before they mated, but her cycle was hardly regular. It did not mean anything. It was impossible. Milly gently stroked her belly. But what if it was true?
"These monsters are...potent, if you know what I mean," the woman said.
Milly blushed, but the idea that she might be carrying Benjamin's child was enough to overcome any embarrassment. Could she really have a family with him?
She stared at herself in a daze for the rest of the fitting, only moving when the seamstress shifted her in place. When the woman had finished her measurements, cheerfully mentioning the extra room in the waistband, Milly stepped down and returned to the front of the shop.
Benjamin sat where she had left him on the chair beside the window. The weak winter sunlight filtered through the glass to bring out the golds and browns in his dark fur. He turned from the window to look at her. Whatever he saw on her face made him rise from his seat.
Milly watched him approach her with the same combination of hunger and adoration she always felt. Her hopeful happiness glowed like a small sun in her chest. Benjamin stopped to loom over her, and his golden eyes moved over her face before dropping to look her over.
"Are you alright?" he asked, concern coloring his tone.
Milly opened her mouth to ask and faltered. What if it was not true? She forced a smile.
"We'll be late for dinner," Milly said, looking away from Benjamin's searching gaze.
He frowned lightly. "Very well."
They took a taxi to Benjamin's large house on the east shore of Lake Deathfall. The ride was silent but not their usual comfortable quiet. Milly could feel her tension echoed in Benjamin's tense posture. When they reached the house, Milly went directly inside. She told herself she was not fleeing.
She handed her coat and bag to the butler and hurried deeper into the house. Milly ended up in Benjamin's office, unsure how she got there. She stood uncertainly in the middle of the wood-paneled room, one hand on the swell of her belly as she tried to think. The door closing behind her jerked her out of her thoughts.
Milly spun to face the door, guiltily dropping her hand to her side. Benjamin stood just inside the room, staring at her. His gaze moved down her body to fasten on her middle before flickering away.
"I might be—" Milly started to say, only to lose her nerve. "Can you tell if—?" She raised a shaking hand to her belly.
Benjamin's nostrils flared, and he took several steps toward her before he visibly regained control of himself. "Milly," he said softly.
Her heart pounded in her chest. "A-am I, Ben?"
The fading light from the window made his golden eyes glow as he sank to his knees in front of her. He slowly reached out to seize her hips in his large hands and pull her closer. Milly drifted forward without a struggle. She stared at him with wide eyes as he ducked his head and pressed the tip of his muzzle to her belly, inhaling deeply.
“At first, I thought I was scenting it because I wanted it so badly,” he said softly. “For you. For me. For both of us.”
“Ben,” Milly whispered.
Benjamin shivered when she sank her fingers into the fur on either side of his head, and his eyes fell to half-mast. "I wanted it for you so much," he confessed, almost too quiet for her to hear.
Milly pulled him closer, letting him press his ear to her belly. “How long?”
“I first scented it a few days after we mated,” Benjamin murmured, obviously listening intently.
“We’re going to have a baby,” Milly said softly.
Joy, like she had never felt before, welled up inside her, making her throat tight and her vision blurry. She could already see it in her mind. A tiny version of its father, all puppy-soft fur, golden eyes, and petite paws. Her chest ached with the love she wanted to lavish on the tiny person inside her.
“Yes,” Benjamin said, sitting back on his heels.



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Eight
Milly yanked her gaze away from her belly at his hot tone. Their eyes met, and she felt her cheeks heat at the look he gave her.
“We’re in the office, Benjamin,” she admonished him.
“We are,” he said, slowly rising to his feet.
Milly licked her lips. “The staff could hear us.”
Benjamin prowled closer, backing her up until she bumped into the wall beside the fireplace. He ducked his head to lick a long stripe up the side of her throat.
“They could,” he rumbled.
Milly grabbed the front of his vest in her hands. “We could be quiet,” she lied.
Benjamin’s gaze met hers. “Of course.”
His huge hands stroked down her body to the hem of her dress. In one smooth movement, he pulled it up over her head and tossed it aside. Milly wiggled out of her bloomers and camisole, hungrily watching Benjamin loosen his tie and shrug out of his vest and shirt.
When he started on the buttons of his fly, Milly gave in to the urge to feel his broad chest. Her fingers sank into his thick fur, and she pressed her bare breasts against him. The heat of his body made her moan. The tickle of his fur on her nipples sent heat to the apex of her thighs. She rubbed herself against him until his pants dropped to the floor, and his hands seized her waist.
He hauled her up to pin her body between his much larger one and the wall behind her. Milly wrapped her legs around him, already shifting her hips to feel his fur on her most intimate places. She looked up at him from beneath her eyelashes as he took deep breaths of her scent.
There had once been shyness in her, she was sure. She had been quiet and passive in bed with John. Benjamin would not allow it. He wanted all of her. He encouraged her wanton hunger for him.
When Milly reached down to wrap her small hand around his thick manhood, he threw his head back and panted. He was slick and throbbing in her hand, too thick to fully close her hand around. Milly licked her lips and pulled him forward until the pointed tip slid through her wetness.
Benjamin snarled, and his eyes squeezed closed. Milly could feel the tension in his muscles, his entire body trembling as he tried to hold back the ravenous beast inside. But she wanted it. All of it. She wanted the wolf who had taken her so many times, loved her so well, she was carrying the proof in her belly.
“I want you,” she murmured with a gentle squeeze to his manhood. “All of you.”
Benjamin looked down at her, and his teeth pulled back enough to show a hint of sharp teeth. Milly moaned embarrassingly loud. His hands tightened until she could not squirm away even if she wanted to.
Benjamin ducked his head to lick gently at the mating bite on her shoulder. Milly’s pleased sigh ended in a sharp cry as he jerked his hips to bury himself inside her. Words tumbled from her lips, half-formed pleas and cries for more, as he took her hard and fast. The wet sounds of her body filled the room, no doubt loud enough to be heard in the hallway beyond.
“Quiet, My Love,” Benjamin murmured, but there was no censure in his tone.
He always said he liked her loud. He wanted the whole household to know how well he pleased his mate. The thought swirled in her mind as she half-heartedly tried to bite back her pleasured cries. Benjamin seemed to take it as a challenge.
He slipped a hand down between their bodies to massage the sensitive nub between her thighs with a large finger. Milly arched, tightening her grip on his fur.
Her body pulsed deep inside, clenching tighter and tighter. She could feel the base of his manhood swelling more with each thrust, a knot that would lock them together. A scream built in her chest.
“Ben!” she begged desperately.
His golden eyes moved over her face hungrily, but he gave her what she wanted. His large hand settled over her gasping mouth just as her body tensed. She screamed in pleasure, writhing where she was pinned to the wall by his huge body. He jerked his hips hard, and his knot plunged inside her slick heat.
Another wave of pleasure rolled through her. Her inner muscles clamped down on the massive knot until it became a sweet ache, and she went limp in Benjamin’s arms. He groaned deep in his chest, and she felt heat flood into her.
There was always so much. It filled her to bursting and then spilled out to cover her thighs. Benjamin always made a mess of her. She sometimes wondered if he did it because she liked it or if she liked it because he did it.
The question lazily swirled in her mind as Benjamin carried her to the chair behind his desk and sank into the seat with her in his lap. The shift in position made him rub against a sensitive place inside her, and she shuddered and clenched. Benjamin groaned her name.
He buried his face in her hair. “It will not go down if you continue,” he warned.
Milly shifted in his lap, and he jerked inside her. He gasped in her ear, barely audible over her loud moan.
“D-do you want me to stop?” she asked breathlessly.
More heat flooded into her. “No,” he confessed. “Never.”
He began a slow roll of his hips, his pelvis grinding against hers in a way that made her tremble in his arms. The pleasure built quickly. Her inner muscles fluttered, trying and failing to clamp down on the huge knot trapping his seed inside her. When she came, Benjamin had to slip his long tongue into her mouth to muffle the sharp cry.
“This…” she said breathlessly, still shaking in pleasure. “This is how we got this.”
She laid a gentle hand on her belly. Their baby. Benjamin’s hands shifted on her waist until his thumbs bracketed the slight swell of her belly. Pride and happiness glowed in his eyes. Milly knew her expression echoed his.
As they sat together enjoying the moment, she thought of her life before. The worn letter now nestled in a box among her things. The Friday her life and so many others changed irrevocably. The Wednesday she applied at the factory, scared of the future but resolute.
And today, the Monday she learned that she could have everything she had ever wanted. She had always remembered things based on the day of the week. And this day was the best. Milly met Benjamin's warm gaze and smiled.
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Afterword
Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed this story collection. The Monster’s Mate series has a special place in my heart.
Courted by Darkness was one of my first monster erotica stories and the first time I dipped my toe into the more romantic side of monster romance. I was immediately hooked. ;)
I would love to hear your thoughts on this story or any other, so feel free to swing by my Facebook page, Adrian Blue Author, to visit. As always, I am powered by coffee and reviews. :)



OceanofPDF.com

cover.jpeg





